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Why Catholics Should Oppose Sotomayor 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

7/6/09 

he confirmation of nominee Sonia Sotomayor as 

a Supreme Court justice is almost a certainty. 

She's a woman, a Hispanic, and the pick of a 

popular president who leads the party that controls the 

Senate. Democratic leadership in the Senate is 

determined to complete hearings before the Judiciary 

Committee and get a confirmation vote before Congress 

adjourns in August.  

Thus far, Republicans have not voiced much 

opposition to the nomination, perhaps thinking it better 

to save their ammunition for an easier battle. It's a 

mistake, however, to allow such a nominee to take a 

seat on the Supreme Court without a serious debate. 

Catholics in particular should object to more than 

simply her position on abortion. There is a more basic, 

epistemological issue at stake: She denies we can have 

the kind of knowledge necessary to affirm that abortion 

is morally reprehensible.  

If confirmed, Sotomayor would be the first 

postmodern justice on the Supreme Court. Sotomayor 

believes knowledge and value claims are evaluated 

relative to the culture, ethnicity, and gender they 

represent. "I would hope that a wise Latina woman with 

the richness of her experiences would, more often than 

not, reach a better conclusion," she was famously 

quoted as saying in 1994. This line takes on a deeper 

meaning when understood as a direct response to 

Sandra Day O'Connor's use of the maxim, "A wise old 

man and wise old woman will reach the same 

conclusion in deciding cases."  

Unlike any previous justice, Sotomayor represents 

the "radical campus Left," says Manny Miranda, 

president of the Third Branch Conference. Miranda is a 

seasoned veteran of Supreme Court nomination fights, 

having been the primary mover behind derailing 

President Bush's nomination of Harriet Miers.  

The fundamental difference between Sotomayor 

and the present justices, Miranda explained, was 

exposed when the Supreme Court overturned her ruling 

on the New Haven firefighters' case, Ricci v. DeStefano. 

A white firefighter went to court objecting to a 

promotions exam that was nullified by the city when all 

the minority candidates failed it. "Ricci is a great case 

which gives you a window into what she is about," 

Miranda explains; "the case itself is arguable, but it 

exposes what she is about -- multiculturalism, gender, 

and ethnicity; no one else on the court represents 

that."  

In other words, justice is not blind, and truth 

cannot be objective. What matters is not what is 

thought or expressed, but who thinks or says it.  

  

In the next few days, Pope Benedict XVI will release 

his encyclical Caritas in Veritate, "Charity in Truth." 

This encyclical is expected to expand on his theme of 

"the dictatorship of relativism," invoked in a homily 

four years ago. Benedict describes relativism as a 

dictatorship because it "does not recognize anything as 

for certain and which has as its highest goal one's own 

ego and one's own desires."  

Sotomayor's assumptions could not be further 

from those of Benedict's. The same presuppositions 

that lead her to claim wisdom based upon her gender 

and ethnicity led her to the conclusion that the 

minority firefighters who scored poorly on the 

promotion exam had been deprived of equal justice. 

The minority firefighters did not get what they desired, 

so, in Sotomayor's view, the fault must have been with 

the exam, not the exam takers. 

If Sotomayor becomes the first postmodern 

Supreme Court justice, it is because Obama has 

already become the first postmodern president. His 

T 

http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2009/jun/10/sotomayors-abortion-ties/
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/15/us/15judge.html
http://www.humanevents.com/article.php?id=9552
http://www.cbsnews.com/blogs/2009/06/29/courtwatch/entry5121895.shtml
http://ninthjustice.nationaljournal.com/2009/06/justices-reject-sotomayor-posi.php#more
http://ncronline.org/blogs/ncr-today/preview-new-encyclical-benedict-reprises-dictatorship-relativism-speech
http://www.radiovaticana.org/en1/Articolo.asp?c=33987
http://www.radiovaticana.org/en1/Articolo.asp?c=33987
http://victorhanson.com/articles/hanson060509B.html
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own expressed criteria for selecting judges and justices 

will be their "empathy to recognize what it's like to be a 

young teenage mom; the empathy to understand what 

it's like to be poor, or African-American, or gay, or 

disabled, or old."  

As Miranda points out, "Justices Alito and Roberts 

avoided the radical Left on campus that Sotomayor has 

reveled in." Miranda hopes Republicans will force a 

national debate to take place around the Judiciary 

Committee hearings on the Sotomayor nomination. The 

nation needs to recognize, in Miranda's words, that 

"Sotomayor is not just about quotas, but about 

something much deeper than that."  

That something deeper is the relativism of 

postmodernism, with all the destructive consequences 

that the coming encyclical from Benedict is posed to 

describe. 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4251&Itemid=48
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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Dr. Oz and the Fountain of Youth 
Tom Howard | Column 

7/6/09

he melancholy truth of the matter is that history 

has now taken us all quite beyond the tranquil 

days of fountain pen and writing paper and quiet 

hours at one's desk. One has to have that gray machine, 

with all of its ancillary machines, dominating one's 

study. I have managed to limit things to a small laptop 

on a corner of my desk, and a demure little printer in a 

corner behind a door, but there is no going back. I am 

still typing this on the laptop.  

With the vanishing of paper-and-ink letters to one's 

friends, we have the culture of technology, which it is 

fashionable to lament, but we all fall in line 

nevertheless. One of the hazards of this culture is the 

matter of advertisements, which have taken on a 

particularly sinister aspect now. They not only appear 

on your screen unremittingly: They unfurl themselves in 

all the margins; they wink and flash, and dance 

forsooth; and worst of all, they plant themselves on top 

of the letter you are reading or writing. They invite us to 

look young, or join a scheme that will offer your photo 

to long-lost friends, or gain a B.A. with no work, or skirt 

the economic slump and amass a quick fortune.  

I find myself particularly nettled in this connection 

with an offer that comes from someone called Dr. Oz. 

He smiles from the screen. He has developed a nostrum 

that will reverse the deathward plunge of your cells and 

thereby restore your youth. He tells us that we will look 

like teenagers. (Sans pimples?) 

At least two questions present themselves here. For 

one thing, do we believe the man? Does anyone believe 

him? Can anyone believe him? For a man to have found 

the Fountain of Youth, that hidden spring sought with 

tears and high hopes for millennia, and to have bottled 

the water, is surely news next only in importance to the 

Trump of Doom. 

But obviously such questions are frivolous. The only 

worthy question here is the one that inquires into the 

desire that prompts the offer. Advertisers have to offer 

products that we want -- cars, cruises, laxatives, hair oil, 

fried chicken. What wish of ours stirs Dr. Oz to work up 

his elixir?  

We mortals don't want to grow old. That's patent. 

Shakespeare's "Seven Ages of Man" comes to mind, 

ending with the lean and slippered pantaloon and 

second childishness, sans teeth, sans eyes, sans 

everything. We scarcely need to descant on the topic. 

Or do we? Is there an alternative to that sort of 

lament? 

  

My wife and I visit some cloistered Carmelite nuns 

from time to time. Many of them are aging now; some 

are bent over. And of course every one of them has 

given up father and mother and houses and lands, so 

to speak, and certainly nearly all of the distractions 

that the rest of us have at hand. Death is not far off for 

some of them. We go to their funerals when that 

arises. But nothing but delight, intense interest, 

eagerness and great cheer, pour through the grille that 

separates us as we sit and talk. 

We also knew a local man -- an energetic saint, a 

great sailor, and, like St. Barnabas, an encourager. I 

went to see him in the Veterans' Hospital in Boston as 

he lay dying. He was "way up in his eighties," in my 

mother's phrase. When I appeared in his door, he 

raised his arms into the air and said, "Thank the Lord! 

Thank the Lord!" I knew him well enough to know that 

this wasn't merely an enthusiastic, much less pious, 

way of assuring me of a warm welcome. He was just 

saying that, since that was all he had left to say. It was 

a general salute to the situation.  

We had a cook when I was young, an old white 

woman, widowed, with one churlish and ungrateful 
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son who never visited her. She lived alone with a moldy 

and decrepit dog and a great forest of potted plants in 

an ice-cold flat on the ground floor of a house straight 

out of Poe. She was stone deaf and greatly crippled with 

heaven knows what all. I liked to ride along as my father 

drove her home on winter nights. As I would take her 

up the steps to her porch and front door, she would get 

the key into the lock, and, pushing the door, unfailingly 

say, "Oh! All to the good!" 

Dr. Oz would have trouble getting up much business 

from any of these people. Something had long since 

summoned them from the common state of affairs 

where a man is, in T. S. Eliot's words, "distracted from 

distraction by distraction." Such a man might be 

attracted by the notion of regaining his teenage years. 

But why? What does he want? What is he afraid of?  

Ad te omnis caro venit. Unto Thee shall all flesh 

come. That note can be either a grim one, if I have 

opted for a life of distraction, or, if I have come out of 

the jail of myself, it can be a sweet trumpet call from 

the precincts of Joy itself. 

The nuns, and our old cook, and the man in the 

Veterans' Hospital hear it as that sweet trumpet. My 

teenage years, my young adulthood, my middle life, and 

my creeping old age will decide how I myself may hear 

the note.  

 

Tom Howard is retired from 40 years of teaching 

English in private schools, college, and seminary in 

England and America. 
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Benedict XVI Tightens Up the Church's Social Teaching 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

7/7/09

ope Benedict XVI's third encyclical -- Caritas in 

Veritate -- arrived today containing 30,468 

words: an introduction, six chapters, conclusion, 

and 159 footnotes. It's not thrilling reading, even by 

encyclical standards, but as the latest papal statement 

on the Church's social teaching, "Love in Truth" will be a 

work of lasting significance.  

Those who dig through the document to see 

whether it leans left or right will be disappointed: There 

is something here for everybody. For the Left, anxious 

to set the scene for President Barack Obama's meeting 

with Benedict in a few days, there are plenty of 

concerns expressed that fit their agenda. But the pope's 

criticism of free markets and the pursuit of short-term 

profits, as well as his support for labor unions, 

environmental ecology, and the right to food and water, 

are embedded in an overall account of social teaching 

tightly integrated with the life issues, moral duties, 

natural law, and truth. Love, in other words, is wedded 

to the truth about God and man. 

Benedict intends his encyclical as both a tribute and 

commentary on Populorum Progressio (1967) of Pope 

Paul VI:  

Now that a further twenty years have passed, I 

express my conviction that Populorum Progressio 

deserves to be considered 'the Rerum Novarum of 

the present age', shedding light upon humanity's 

journey towards unity.  

Rerum Novarum, published by Pope Leo XIII in 1891, is 

considered to be the foundation of the Church's 

modern social teaching. Benedict affirms a coherent 

tradition between Leo XIII to Paul VI, John Paul II, and 

himself, rejecting the oft-used distinction between 

preconciliar and postconciliar: "There is a single 

teaching, consistent and at the same time ever new." 

Throughout his reading of Populorum Progressio, 

the Holy Father stresses the "link between life ethics 

and social ethics," as seen in Paul VI's more 

controversial encyclical Humanae Vitae (1968), which 

reaffirmed the Church's teaching on abortion and its 

ban on contraception. Not surprisingly, Benedict 

condemns foreign aid to undeveloped countries that 

impose abortion and contraception practices: 

In economically developed countries, legislation 

contrary to life is very widespread, and it has already 

shaped moral attitudes and praxis, contributing to the 

spread of an anti-birth mentality; frequent attempts 

are made to export this mentality to other States as if 

it were a form of cultural progress. 

The encyclical argues that authentic human 

development is undermined by the practices of the 

culture of death. Abortion, euthanasia, human cloning, 

and eugenics all undermine human dignity, creating an 

"indifference shown towards situations of human 

degradation... on account of a conscience that can no 

longer distinguish what is human." 

  

One very welcome point of emphasis in this encyclical 

is its treatment of rights and duties. "An overemphasis 

on rights leads to a disregard for duties," Benedict 

explains. Catholic social teaching has embraced such a 

long list of rights, it has become practically impossible 

to adjudicate rights claims between different parties, 

as in the debate over the right to immigrate and the 

right of nations to protect their boundaries. In Caritas 

in Veritate, the pope places the emphasis on duties. 

"Duties set a limit on rights because they point to the 

anthropological and ethical framework of which rights 

are a part, in this way ensuring that they do not 

become licence." Duties throw light on the bigger 

P 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum_en.html
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picture of human development, while rights isolate only 

a portion.  

In describing the importance of duty, Benedict uses 

this stunning line, which will go a long way toward 

unravelling some of the confusion about rights 

language: "The sharing of reciprocal duties is a more 

powerful incentive to action than the mere assertion of 

rights." Here the Holy Father is arguing that we should 

first think about our social teaching in terms of what we 

should do for others, rather than a set of demands of 

what we are ourselves owed. 

Another somewhat surprising point of insistence in 

the encyclical is the importance of faith being allowed 

expression in politics.  

The Christian religion and other religions can offer 

their contribution to development only if God has a 

place in the public realm, specifically in regard to its 

cultural, social, economic, and particularly its political 

dimensions. 

The only true, or integrated, humanism is one that 

recognizes man's supernatural origin and destiny:  

Reason always stands in need of being purified by 

faith: this also holds true for political reason, which 

must not consider itself omnipotent. 

Finally, Benedict seems to be preoccupied with the 

impact of technology in this encyclical -- he constantly 

warns us not to seek merely technological solutions to 

the problems of human development. Technology has 

become such a large concept, covering so many 

variations, that I wondered just which aspect provoked 

the Holy Father's attention. What is bothering him 

about technology now that hasn't already been around 

for a long time? Then I reread this passage from the first 

portion of the document: 

Technology, viewed in itself, is ambivalent. If on the 

one hand, some today would be inclined to entrust 

the entire process of development to technology, 

on the other hand we are witnessing an upsurge of 

ideologies that deny in toto the very value of 

development, viewing it as radically anti-human and 

merely a source of degradation. 

What Benedict is concerned about, I believe, is this: 

The very acceleration of technology, its growing 

market share in our lives, has led to a concern for 

technological development alone, while human 

development is increasingly ignored. Like the 

teenagers who stare at computer screens all day and 

never pick up a baseball bat, walk the dog, or mow the 

lawn, we are more and more a society losing ourselves 

in our new media. The Holy Father views this passivity 

in the face of technology as a new spiritual malaise: 

"The idea of a world without development indicates a 

lack of trust in man and in God."  

 

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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Your Life Is a Gift 
John Zmirak | Column 

7/8/09

he pope's new encyclical, Caritas in Veritate 

(CV), is a "big" document, and I won't pretend to 

dispose of it with a brief commentary. Like its 

ancestor, the epochal Rerum Novarum, it will work its 

way through the mills of hundreds of thinkers for 

decades to come -- provoking responses by writers of 

every political stripe and stirring us to act for the 

Common Good. In due course, it will be supplemented -

- and perhaps on some points corrected -- by the 

teaching of a future pope. 

One hopes this document will not be unjustly 

neglected, like Quadragesimo Anno, or reduced by 

commentators to ideological sound bytes, as 

Centesimus Annus often was. It will surely age better 

than Pope Paul VI's Populorum Progressio -- which Pope 

Benedict XVI cites respectfully, striving to find what is of 

enduring value in that document. Tellingly, Benedict 

authoritatively rejects the assertion that there are "two 

typologies of social doctrine, one pre-conciliar and one 

post-conciliar, differing from one another: on the 

contrary, there is a single teaching, consistent and at 

the same time ever new" (CV, 12).  

Here the pope is insisting once again on a theme he 

announced early on in his reign and reaffirmed in 

Summorum Pontificum: what Benedict calls the 

"hermeneutic of continuity." Indeed, in his previous role 

at the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 

Ratzinger rejected the widely treasured heresy that the 

pastoral Second Vatican Council was a kind of "super-

dogma" that invalidated 1,900 years of preceding 

Catholic tradition.  

The Church has no particular authority, Benedict 

notes, to offer the best technical solution to a given 

political crisis or economic conundrum. Instead, she 

points to enduring principles we deduce from the 

Natural Law "graven on the human heart," and she 

echoes the prophetic call of the gospel to rescue our 

fallen reason through Faith and correct our self-serving 

versions of justice by pointing to the higher standard of 

Charity.  

Given the Fall, our reason really does need faith just 

to steer clear of the grossest errors -- ranging from 

human slavery and racialism to Communism and 

eugenics. What is more, as the pope asserts repeatedly 

in this document, no "science," human or natural, that 

cuts off the "vertical" dimension of transcendence -- 

that pretends that man is anything other than the 

purposefully created image of God -- can fail to go 

astray. Economics is no exception.  

The pope's theological claims here, while tactfully 

phrased, are unusually bold. Rejecting the overly strict 

divisions frequently made between reason and 

revelation, nature and grace, he asserts that Charity 

drained of Truth collapses into mere sentiment, while 

the quest for Truth without Charity leads to empty 

ideology. Since it's clear from the overall context that 

by Truth he means the Logos -- that is, Christ -- and by 

Charity he means the kind of love that indwells in the 

Trinity, the pope here is insisting that the basic, 

universal desire for justice, order, and prosperity will 

come to nothing absent Christ. Pope Pius IX couldn't 

have said it any better.  

  

There is nothing radically new in this document; no 

one is really surprised to hear that the pope is in favor 

of peace, responsible stewardship of the environment, 

or sane regulations designed to prevent the abuse of 

workers. Even those with strong libertarian instincts 

won't be shocked to hear that the pope favors 

"redistribution" of income among the economic 

classes inside developed countries, or increased 

foreign aid from rich countries to poor. Admirably, 

throughout the document he points out that rights 

beyond the basic ones (such as food, water, and 

education) are conditioned by duties; neglect the duty 

T 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum_en.html
http://www.osjspm.org/majordoc_quadragesimo_anno_officialtext.aspx
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_01051991_centesimus-annus_en.html
http://www.lewrockwell.com/woods/woods26.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/paul_vi/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_26031967_populorum_en.html
http://the-hermeneutic-of-continuity.blogspot.com/2006/04/pope-benedict-xvi-on-hermeneutic-of.html
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and you forfeit the right it implies. That point alone is a 

major "take-away benefit" from the encyclical.  

From now on I will cite Caritas in Veritate whenever 

someone asserts (sometimes selectively citing a Church 

document) a univocal "right" to something or other; I 

will ask, "What duty comes with it?" Already, the 

Catechism states that the right to immigrate into a 

country comes with the duty "to respect with gratitude 

the material and spiritual heritage of the country that 

receives them, to obey its laws and to assist in carrying 

civic burdens." In this document, Benedict notes that 

the right of the poorest countries to receive foreign aid 

for the sake of economic development is chained to a 

different duty -- to administer the funds responsibly, in 

a manner that helps rather than stunts native initiative.  

The pope points to "corruption and illegality" in rich 

and poor countries alike, and notes, "International aid 

has often been diverted from its proper ends, through 

irresponsible actions both within the chain of donors 

and within that of the beneficiaries" (CV, 22). I deduce 

from this that it is the right -- and perhaps the duty -- of 

countries sending aid to demand its proper use, and be 

prepared to cut it off when it proves counterproductive. 

The exercise of such political prudence, guided firmly by 

the principles taught by the Church, is the proper role of 

the statesman, the layman, the citizen.  

In most ways, the pope's encyclical is a gradual, 

organic development of the writings of previous popes. 

Perhaps the most "creative" contribution to be found 

here is the pope's strong emphasis on the need for a 

rebirth of "civil society," of non-governmental 

institutions ranging from the family to charitable 

organizations, the churches, and even consumer 

cooperatives. He rejects the stark polarity between the 

individual and the State that characterizes American 

politics, noting that this dismal pairing is a deeply 

modern error. The pope calls specifically for the greater 

development of enterprises intended to serve economic 

ends that are not purely driven by the calculus of profit 

-- such as co-ops, credit unions, and non-profit banks 

that offer "micro-credits" to aid small businessmen and 

farmers. The point made here by the pope is that the 

vast range of human interactions should never have 

been artificially reduced to the simple triad that 

motivates modern life: We keep our friends for 

pleasure, do our jobs for profit, and pay our taxes at 

gunpoint.  

Instead of this hedonistic, rationalistic calculus, the 

pope urges us to recognize the fundamental truth that 

each of our lives is in fact a gift. Not just from God -- 

which, of course, is most fundamental -- but from our 

fellow men. When a follower of Ayn Rand (for instance) 

demands of me why he should give a penny of 

unearned charity to the unfortunate, I like to respond 

this way: "Did you invent the English language? Did 

you develop Common Law, or write the Constitution 

that protects your cherished rights? Did you build up 

urban civilization, or invent the technology that lets 

you live better than what man is by nature -- a hunter-

gatherer? I didn't think so. It seems to me you 

inherited a great deal of social capital that you did 

absolutely nothing to earn. So now it's time to pass 

along a little bit of the largesse you received. Or else 

you really ought to strip naked and go hunt wildebeest 

on the savannah."  

Drawing, I think, on the insights of Lewis Hyde in 

his vastly influential book The Gift, the pope makes the 

bluntly realistic observation that most of the central 

actions we take in this life are made not based on 

rational calculation, or the explicit hope of receiving 

back tit-for-tat, but rather as gestures of creative 

generosity. We don't bear children principally in the 

hope that they will care for us when we're old -- 

although, of course, they should. Acts of love between 

parents and children, lovers or friends, are rarely 

subject to careful scrutiny as to whether everyone is 

getting enough deposited in his "emotional bank 

account" (to use Stephen Covey's well-meaning but 

deeply depressing metaphor for interpersonal 

relations). It is only when relationships turn abusive 

that we even start to examine them, to find the source 

of imbalance and rectify it if possible.  

Likewise in a healthy working environment, 

employees and employers do not in fact seek at every 

turn to extract the maximum benefit from each other, 

the consequences be damned. Neither sweatshops nor 

http://www.amazon.com/Gift-Creativity-Artist-Modern-Vintage/dp/0307279502/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1247017733&sr=8-1
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featherbedding finally make for good business, the 

pope suggests. Indeed, for the market economy to work 

-- as the great market economist and architect of post-

war German recovery Wilhelm Röpke observed, and the 

pope reiterates -- the participants require an 

atmosphere of trust and fair-dealing that are drawn 

from deeper sources than mere compliance with formal 

contracts or the desire to stay out of jail.  

The market is, at heart, an amazingly efficient 

mechanism of human cooperation for common ends. 

We all want to live well, and it makes sense to divide up 

our labor so we each do what we're good at. Period. 

When we lose sight of that deep truth, and see the 

economy as a Darwinian struggle for power or a vast 

Vegas casino, we tear up the roots that nurture our 

common garden and make way for bureaucratic 

collectivists to "order" the chaos we've made -- by 

cementing over it.  

  

There is only one statement in the encyclical that 

frankly troubles me. Let me quote it at length: 

To manage the global economy; to revive 

economies hit by the crisis; to avoid any 

deterioration of the present crisis and the greater 

imbalances that would result; to bring about 

integral and timely disarmament, food security and 

peace; to guarantee the protection of the 

environment and to regulate migration: for all this, 

there is urgent need of a true world political 

authority, as my predecessor Blessed John XXIII 

indicated some years ago. Such an authority would 

need to be regulated by law, to observe consistently 

the principles of subsidiarity and solidarity, to seek 

to establish the common good, and to make a 

commitment to securing authentic integral human 

development inspired by the values of charity in 

truth. Furthermore, such an authority would need 

to be universally recognized and to be vested with 

the effective power to ensure security for all, regard 

for justice, and respect for rights. Obviously it would 

have to have the authority to ensure compliance 

with its decisions from all parties, and also with the 

coordinated measures adopted in various 

international forums. Without this, despite the 

great progress accomplished in various sectors, 

international law would risk being conditioned by 

the balance of power among the strongest nations. 

The integral development of peoples and 

international cooperation require the establishment 

of a greater degree of international ordering, 

marked by subsidiarity, for the management of 

globalization. They also require the construction of 

a social order that at last conforms to the moral 

order, to the interconnection between moral and 

social spheres, and to the link between politics and 

the economic and civil spheres, as envisaged by 

the Charter of the United Nations (CV, 67). 

Is the pope calling here for a worldwide state, with 

coercive authority, that will govern all men at once? I 

know that medieval Catholics treasured the dream of a 

universal Empire -- and the Holy Roman Empire was 

seen as the seed of such a state. As the steward of a 

Church that transcends nations, the pastor of souls 

without regard for race, language, or culture, it may be 

perfectly natural for the pope to feel the attraction of 

such a super-state.   

Perhaps I am too Augustinian, but I cannot help 

deeply suspecting that any such state would by its very 

naturbegin or (more likely) end as a tyranny. The very 

monopoly of its power, and the fact that there was not 

one square inch of the earth from which anyone could 

escape its clutches, would remove any check or 

balance from its bureaucrats. Its tax codes would be 

uniform, with no threat of "competition," so they 

could rise astronomically high. Its laws could grow ever 

more Draconian, since there is nowhere its citizens 

could flee. Its ideology, backed by all the coercive 

power of the ruling class of the planet, would -- in the 

hands of the fallen men who administered it -- quickly 

become a global religion.  

If such a State (as I think it inevitable) decided to 

persecute the Church, there would be no exile we 

could seek -- no Douai from which to send out Jesuits, 

no refuge from martyrdom. Indeed, as prophetic 

writers from Vladimir Soloviev to Robert Hugh Benson 

http://www.amazon.com/Wilhelm-Ropke-Localist-Economist-Thinkers/dp/1882926676/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1247018302&sr=1-2
http://www.christendom-awake.org/pages/soloviev/biffi.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lord_of_the_World
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have warned, the man who steps forward as the 

architect of a world state is less likely to prove the 

humble servant of the truths taught by the Church than 

he is to be the Antichrist.  

I know that the pope suffered deeply, and 

personally, from the sick excesses of nationalism. 

Perhaps if I'd been drafted into the Hitler Youth, and 

seen my nation ruined and dishonored by a cancerous 

tribal cult like National Socialism, I might also daydream 

about a universal benevolent State. But there's only one 

thing worse than a national bureaucratic tyranny -- and 

that's an international one. A reading of Orwell's 1984 

might have reminded Benedict that centralization rarely 

leads to liberty. And a world-state administered by the 

kind of people who currently get involved in 

supranational organizations like the EU and the UN 

would make its first order of business the liquidation of 

the Church -- which wouldn't even have a Liechtenstein 

where it could hide. On this point I must say respectfully 

to His Holiness: Not in this lifetime.  

 

John Zmirak is the 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://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5612&Itemid=100
http://www.amazon.com/Grand-Inquisitor-Crossroad-Book/dp/0824524357/ref=pd_bbs_sr_4?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231816877&sr=8-4
http://www.thomasmorecollege.edu/
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Blessed Are Those Who Are Persecuted for Righteousness' Sake 

Mark P. Shea | Column 

7/8/09

 remember when I was in the fourth grade a rerun 

of The Twilight Zone was interrupted by a news 

bulletin announcing that somebody named "Martin 

Luther King Jr." had been shot. I had not the foggiest 

idea who that might be, but I could tell from my mom's 

worried face that he must be somebody important. 

The next day, at the beginning of school, Mr. 

Vaughn asked us how many people had heard that 

Martin Luther King was killed last night. Well more than 

half the kids in the class cheered. I still had no clue who 

this man was, but something inside me said that it was 

wrong to cheer when somebody gets shot and killed. 

It was my first experience with martyrdom for 

righteousness' sake. And, as with many an onlooker, my 

response was at the most basic level of simple 

perception of injustice. Looking at the circumstances of 

King's death, I concluded, "Surely this was an innocent 

man." As a fourth grader, I had no grand theory of race 

relations in the United States; no knowledge of our 

tortured history; not the slightest idea of who King was, 

what he stood for, who killed him, or why. I just knew 

that he was, by all accounts, a decent sort who was 

gunned down for the crime of taking the evening air on 

a motel balcony -- and that quite a number of my 

schoolmates, obviously echoing whatever was the 

opinion at home, had cheered -- something my mom 

and dad had raised me to think was, well, discourteous, 

even if the victim had been John Dillinger. It left a bad 

taste in my mouth. 

I mention this incident because it seems to me that 

much of the appeal of the gospel to the human 

conscience begins precisely at such primal roots. Jesus, 

in this Beatitude, pronounces a blessing on those who 

are persecuted, not for the gospel's sake, but merely for 

righteousness' sake. For being decent sorts, for doing 

the right thing in sticking up for the kid being bullied -- 

for being Jefferson Smith, not St. Lawrence or St. 

Maximilien Kolbe. It's directed toward every Jack and Jill 

who ever felt outgunned by city hall, to every loser in a 

noble but lost cause, to everybody who ever went down 

swinging for the right side -- even if that right side was 

just your little brother, wrongly accused of raiding the 

cookie jar. 

The point of the Beatitude is that such people are 

still connected to Heaven, even when they may not 

realize it. And indeed, they bear witness to Ultimate 

Matters like Truth, Justice, and Love even when they 

are fighting for what many an onlooker may regard as 

light years from such "religious" stuff as the "kingdom 

of heaven." Indeed, Jesus Himself is taken by many an 

onlooker, not as a spiritual figure, but merely as a 

decent bloke who got the short end of the stick. Long 

before all the details are worked out, the full 

biographical information learned, the background 

filled in, and the gigantic implications are seen in full, 

there is, in the persecution of Christ, the simple, 

elemental awareness that a great wrong has been 

done and a recognition that, "Certainly this man was 

innocent!" (Lk 23:47).  

It is the inescapable conclusion, not just of the 

pagan Roman tasked with carrying out the crucifixion, 

but with the swelling numbers of new converts in 

ancient Rome who were driven to conviction that, 

whatever else may be going on, these people are 

innocent and did not deserve the insane cruelties 

being meted out to them by the mob. Indeed, the 

peculiar combination of the martyrs' noble courage 

and the bizarre hatred from their persecutors had the 

galvanizing effect of filling onlookers with shame, 

repentance, and newfound faith, first in the goodness 

of their victims and then in the goodness of the Christ 

for Whom they gave their lives. 

We see this juxtaposition in a sort of chemical 

purity in some of the moments of the Passion. The 

sheer gratuitous cruelty of the crowning with thorns, 

for instance, has always struck me in the way it evokes 
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both pity for Jesus and a sort of embarrassed disgust, 

not just with the thugs who conceive and execute such 

a satanic parody of human creativity and whimsy, but 

with our whole race. I sometimes fancy that in the 

Grand Assizes at the end of the world, there will be a 

vast tribunal composed of all the angels and archangels, 

as well as of all the unfallen races that may dot the 

planets orbiting the night sky: the hrossa, ETs, Oyarsa, 

and sundry other creatures God may, in His wisdom, 

have made and quarantined from us by the immense 

distances of space. When we all meet up at the 

inauguration of the New Heaven and the New Earth, 

they will be excited to meet at last the inhabitants of 

the Silent Planet called Earth, the one it is rumored was 

favored by a visit from God Himself long ago. The 

excitement will be palpable. Who, they will ask, are 

these blessed creatures of Earth, and what beautiful 

tale will they tell of the festal celebration they gave the 

Beautiful One when He descended to be among them? 

Imagine the burning shame of having to tell that 

story to perfect childlike innocence. "What did you do 

to welcome Him?" they will ask in expectant wonder. 

And we, God help us, will have to tell them the whole 

appalling story that, in addition to running Him through 

a kangaroo court, subjecting Him to horsewhipping, 

jeers from a mob of boobs and morons, and the typical 

dull meat cleaver justice of a bureaucracy, we paused 

before spiking Him naked to a cross -- just for one 

exquisite moment -- to focus our hatred into a sort of 

sharp crystalline needle of special attentiveness by 

fashioning a sadistic little crown of thorns to press 

down on the head of a Man trembling with shock and 

blood loss. It's the special vindictiveness, the attention 

to detail, the pure malice of the thing that removes 

from our race forever the ability to say, "I just never 

realized. Had I but known. Just following orders . . ." We 

shall have to look the choirs of Heaven in the eye and 

say, "We come of the species that does that -- and does 

it to perfect innocence." 

  

The crucifixion, in short, is itself the demonstration of 

why God had to make recourse to such a desperate 

sacrifice to save us. It shows us what our species is 

capable of -- and the mercy of God that is even greater. 

Of course, we always try to muffle such an awful reality 

by shrouding it in time. We assure ourselves that people 

did this because they were barbarians living a long time 

ago. Those of us with small imagination genuinely 

believe that the mere fact it is the year 2009 means 

that, unlike their ancestors, they would not hate, 

persecute, and kill saints. We always imagine that we 

are 2,000 years smarter and better than the people who 

put Jesus to death, just as Jesus' hearers imagined that 

they would not have killed the prophets (Mt 23:29-30). 

We think ourselves wiser than the people who 

despised Paul, or Thomas Aquinas, or Joan of Arc.  

But the reality is that saying, "But this is 2009!" is 

exactly the same as saying, "But this is Tuesday, July 

7!" It's nonsense, and it completely overlooks the fact 

that we have done it again and again and again to His 

followers and to the weakest and most vulnerable 

among us, as if in insane spite of His identification with 

"the least of these." We did it to the black man, we did 

it to the red man, we did it to the Jew -- we do it in 

unimaginable numbers to babies -- and we'll do it to a 

saint in a heartbeat. 

That's because saints still come to us in very 

repulsive forms, challenging our deepest and most 

cherished loves -- and bigotries. They are antidotes to 

the popular lies of the age. And, as Chesterton noted, 

because they are antidotes they are often mistaken for 

poison. Jesus endured just such hatred. He and His 

followers were assured by all the leading authorities 

that His lot was with the wicked and that anyone who 

followed Him would share His fate among the 

"accursed" who hung from the tree of the Cross.  

But God has an altogether different opinion -- and 

He always has the last word. He called Jesus His 

Beloved Son and gave Him kingship, not only over 

heaven, but over the whole universe as well. The 

promise of the Beatitude is that anybody who 

attempts righteousness and sticks with it while the 

whole world calls him fool, blasphemer, fetus fetishist, 

peacenik, self-righteous, and all the other names pride 

assigns to attempted virtue -- these shall share in His 

kingdom. And the paradoxical sign of our share in that 
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kingship will be our share in His sufferings and the 

hatred of the enemies we are called to love and forgive. 

For in the end, even such hate cannot touch our union 

with Him, and we are graced to pray for those who 

despitefully use us -- as He did. That is true union with 

Him, and it is toward union with Him that all the 

Beatitudes are ordered.  

There will be more on this next week in our final 

look at the Beatitudes. 

 

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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A New Conservatism 

Joe Hargrave | Column 

7/9/09
he prospects for conservatism as a political 

force in the United States are arguably grim. The 

GOP's electoral prospects may be on the verge of 

drying up due to demographic shifts, particularly the 

growth of the Hispanic vote -- the kind of shifts that, in 

the past, have driven major political parties into 

extinction.  

There are serious problems with the youth vote as 

well. Some commentators insist that the GOP must 

begin distancing itself from moral issues such as 

abortion and gay marriage, that it must put on a more 

"socially progressive" face if it is to win this 

demographic. But President Obama didn't win the 

Christian vote because he was pro-choice, or tolerant of 

gay marriage, or because he favors gun restrictions. If 

anything, he won it in spite of those positions, because 

Christian voters in the 21st century, for better or worse, 

place other issues (like the economy) higher on their 

priority lists.  

The current economic crisis may have shifted the 

economy more decisively to the foreground this past 

election, but opinion polls going back further than the 

most recent election cycle show that economic and 

foreign policy issues consistently outrank abortion and 

gay marriage on the American voter's priority list. While 

one or two polls is no reason to change political 

strategy, patterns in recent history ought to be.  

The good news is that the low priority Americans 

assign to moral issues important to conservatives, and 

to us as Catholics, may end up working to our 

advantage.  

Those of us who wish to remain faithful to the 

teachings of the Church and support a pro-life, pro-

family, pro-marriage agenda are faced with a number of 

political options. The first is hardly tenable: to accept 

the prevailing status quo within the GOP and the 

conservative movement. If the movement's leaders and 

its intellectuals remain committed to its current 

ideological course, it will fail spectacularly, and drag the 

Catholic social agenda down with it.  

A second option is to build a socially conservative, 

pro-life wing of the Democratic Party. The demographic 

shifts we are facing may make this possible in a way it 

simply could not have been before, with millions of 

immigrants from a different culture playing a role in 

the shaping of American politics.  

But a third option may be our best: a conservative 

movement with a revamped economic philosophy that 

is neither laissez-faire nor welfare-statist, but which 

comes much closer to Catholic social teaching. With 

the publication of Pope Benedict's Caritas in Veritate, 

there is no better time for conservative Catholics, 

following in the footsteps of those who drew 

inspiration from Rerum Novarum and Quadragesimo 

Anno, to rethink the way in which they talk about 

economic ideas and begin to develop a new socio-

economic vision.  

  

The idea has caught on in other Western nations. 

Conservatives in Canada and the United Kingdom are 

coming around to "Red Toryism," a refreshing mixture 

of tested conservative values with bold new economic 

proposals. One of its leading spokesmen, Phillip Blond, 

explains why conservatives ought to find it appealing 

in his article "The Rise of the Red Tories" (bear in mind 

that, in the British context, "liberal" means what 

"classical liberal" means in America): 

Conservatives who believe in value, culture and 

truth should therefore think twice before calling 

themselves liberal. Liberalism can only be a virtue 

when linked to a politics of the common good, a 

problem which the best liberals -- Mill, Adam 

Smith and Gladstone -- recognised but could never 

resolve. A vision of the good life cannot come from 

T 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6224&Itemid=80
http://www.pollingreport.com/prioriti.htm
http://www.prospect-magazine.co.uk/article_details.php?id=10608
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liberal principles. Unlimited liberalism produces 

atomised relativism and state absolutism . . . 

[I]f Conservatives are to take power . . . and give 

it to the people, they must develop a full-blooded 

"new localism" which works to empower 

communities and builds new, vibrant local 

economies that can uphold the party's civic vision. 

Blond writes of "re-capitalizing the poor" as well as four 

other crucial economic goals that American 

conservatives could adopt: "relocalising our banking 

system, developing local capital, helping normal people 

gain new assets and breaking up big business 

monopolies." The Red Tories propose not only to teach 

a man to fish, as the old saying goes, but to give him the 

rod to do it.  

Can these ideas gain popularity among conservative 

American politicians? Few may realize that a 

conservative Republican congressman, Dana 

Rohrabacher, proposed the "Employee Ownership Act" 

back in 1999. The act would have established a new 

type of corporation known as an Employee Owned and 

Controlled Corporation (EOCC) and provided tax 

incentives for those who start them. The EOCC would 

be defined by the following characteristics: 

¶ Employees would own at least 50 percent of all 

voting stock in the form of an employee trust. 

At least 90 percent of employees who worked 

more than 1,000 hours a year would have to be 

allowed to participate in this trust.  

¶ Employees would be allowed to vote on all 

corporate issues, including board elections. 

¶ Distribution and valuation rules would 

correspond to existing Employee Stock 

Ownership Plan rules.  

The bill stated, "It is the policy of the United States, that 

by the year 2010, 30 percent of all United States 

corporations are owned and controlled by employees of 

the corporations." It had co-sponsors from both parties 

and a diverse array of typically opposed ideological 

positions: Liberal Democrat Dennis Kucinich, 

conservative Republican Tom Tancredo, and even 

independent libertarian Ron Paul were co-sponsors of 

the bill.  

Unfortunately, the bill was never debated or voted 

upon. Still, that it came up at all -- brought forward by a 

conservative Republican, no less -- and that it was 

ambitious in scope are hopeful signs of what might be. 

  

In the same way a soul needs a body, conservative 

values need social structures that embody them in the 

world. That is the first and best reason for a radical 

shift in economic philosophy toward one that actively 

seeks to promote local economies though various 

cooperative mechanisms. At its worst, the competitive 

labor market, in the words of Pope Pius XI, is a "grave 

evil which is plunging all human society to destruction" 

(Quadragesimo Anno, 83). Even at its best, however, it 

does little if anything to reinforce and promote the 

integrity of family and community. Where worker 

ownership thrives, the sort of competition among 

producers that benefits the consumer can also thrive, 

without threatening the economic security of workers 

and their families.  

The GOP's current economic philosophy has 

alienated the majority of voters, including and 

especially my generation, the "millennial generation." 

The state-managed economy envisioned by some 

Democrats cannot be successfully countered with the 

standard laissez-faire rhetoric -- but it can be 

countered with a communitarian, cooperative vision in 

which the state plays a supporting role.  

The fruits of such a shift will hopefully include a 

greater receptiveness to the social and moral issues 

important to conservatives. In Caritas in Veritate, Pope 

Benedict expresses his dismay with "the arbitrary and 

selective determination of what to put forward today 

as worthy of respect," and goes on to say that 

"insignificant matters are considered shocking, yet 

unprecedented injustices seem to be widely 

tolerated." (75) From where some of us sit, the 

modern American conservative movement has not 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Employee_Ownership_Act_of_1999
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2008/05/progressive_generation.html
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done enough to acknowledge and address the 

unprecedented injustices in the economic sphere, 

including the great global and social inequalities that 

are criticized more than once by the pope in his 

encyclical. Without making a sincere effort to do so, 

how can we ever expect those outside of the movement 

to acknowledge the seriousness of other injustices that 

we point out, such as abortion on demand?  

At the very least, political priorities being what they 

are, those less inclined to fully embrace our positions on 

life issues may accept them if they are also presented 

with an economic program that they can get on board 

with -- as they have done for secular liberals in the 

Democratic Party.  

 

Joe Hargrave writes from Phoenix. He blogs at A New 

Catholic Paradigm, Vox Nova, and American Catholic. 

http://vox-nova.com/
http://the-american-catholic.com/
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The Prophet of the Future 
Rev. Dwight Longenecker | Column 

7/10/09

 friend who returned from a visit to France last 

week was enlivened by his experience of the 

new ecclesial communities there. He met 

members of the Community of the Beatitudes -- a 

mixed community of men and women, married and 

celibate, who live a life with apostolic work and 

evangelization, Carmelite spirituality, and beautiful 

liturgy. 

He met members of Communion and Liberation, 

visited with monks from the Community of St. John, and 

heard about the work of the Emmanuel Community -- 

another Catholic community that lives a radical 

discipleship, working to renew the Catholic Church in 

France. 

When I lived in England I got to meet the members 

of these new communities, plus many more, through 

my network in the Catholic Church and by traveling in 

Europe. In many ways, what is going on in the Catholic 

Church in Europe is reminiscent of events in Italy in the 

fifth century. 

At that time, the great Roman Empire was 

crumbling under its own moral, financial, and cultural 

decay. The barbarians were invading unchecked, the 

infrastructure had broken down, the armies could not 

be paid, and the mighty glory of Rome was in tatters. 

In the midst of this social decay, the young St. 

Benedict was sent from his patrician home to study in 

Rome. Within a year he was disgusted by the laziness, 

immorality, and despair of his fellow students. He 

dropped out of college and went to live as a hermit in 

Subiaco. Eventually he founded small communities of 

men and women living a simple life of prayer, work, and 

study. From those base communities the great monastic 

institutions grew, and from these centers of prayer, 

work, and learning there flowered the great civilization 

of medieval Christendom. 

In our own time of societal decay, it is important to 

try to get into Benedict's mindset, first remembering 

several vital facts: First of all, Benedict was a layman. He 

saw a need and took the initiative to start his 

communities. While he did nothing contrary to the 

teachings of the Church, and did not rebel against the 

rightful authority, he also did not sit around waiting for 

a priest or bishop to give him a job. With the grace of 

his baptism he simply got on and did what he was 

called to do. Details in his famous rule suggest that 

Benedict was somewhat cautious in his relationship 

with priests and regarded them as necessary, but not 

necessarily trustworthy. 

It is also important to understand the monastic 

relationship to culture. A monk sees the decaying 

culture and believes the only possible response is 

withdrawal. He despises any Christianity that 

compromises with the decadent society, and he does 

not think "dialogue" is either desirable or possible. He 

does not believe that prophetic imprecations and 

predictions of God's judgment on the immoral culture 

are useful. Like St. Anthony of the Desert and the first 

monks in Egypt, the traditional monk believes that 

withdrawal from the world is the only way to save the 

world. 

The third thing to remember about Benedict is that 

he probably never anticipated the great resurrection of 

learning, culture, and spirituality that would flow from 

his decision to live simply in the Italian hills following a 

life of prayer, work, and study. In other words, he was 

faithful where he was with what he could do. Whether 

it came to something or not wasn't his to decide. The 

fact that his movement eventually produced 

phenomenal accomplishments in virtually every area 

of human achievement, was the foundation for a new 

civilization, and changed the world forever was not 

something he either anticipated or predicted. 
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As our own society drifts into the swamp of despair, 

decadence, and the dictatorship of relativism, we 

should be prepared to develop Benedict's mentality, 

even if we do not emulate his example. It is no 

coincidence that our present pope has taken the name 

of this important saint. He sees the future for the 

Church, and that future is already here in many parts of 

Europe. The new religious communities in France may 

be some of the few hot spots left there. Like the early 

communities of St. Benedict, they are oases in a desert 

of despair. 

These basic Christian communities have grown up in 

the very midst of widespread apostasy, agnosticism, 

and aggressive atheism. They fill a real void, and as they 

grow they fulfill the essential gospel vision by being a 

lamp on a lamp stand, yeast in the dough, salt in the 

dish, and a city set on a hill that cannot be hidden. 

As things continue to decay in the American culture 

of the 21st century, we must be on the alert for similar 

developments in the Church. The communities of faith 

are grassroots movements. They very often grow up 

through the vision of committed laypeople. They 

develop with zeal and courage, faith and hope. They 

often develop on a parallel course to the established 

church, and not infrequently they develop on a collision 

course with the establishment. These tensions are all 

part of the Spirit's work in the Church, and the struggles 

that ensue are part of the providential plan to 

strengthen the new communities and to renew the 

Church. 

As we remember the great St. Benedict, clergy and 

laypeople alike would do well to keep in mind these 

principles, to get on with what God calls us to do in a 

heroic way; to realize that, increasingly, complicity and 

even dialogue with the decaying culture will be a 

waste of time; and to be faithful to the vision God 

gives us and not worry about the future. If we do this, 

the future may, by God's providence, be a far more 

glorious resurgence and triumph of Christendom than 

we ever could have imagined. 

 

Rev. Dwight Longenecker is the Chaplain of St. Joseph's 

Catholic School in Greenville, South Carolina. His latest 

book, The Gargoyle Code -- Lenten Letters of a Master 

Tempter, will be published this summer. 
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Mary as Global Icon 
Gerald Russello | Review 

7/10/09 

Mother of God: A History of the Virgin Mary 

Miri Rubin, Yale University Press, $35, 560 pages 

 
he historian Christopher Dawson acknowledged 

in a 1951 essay the difficulty in explaining the 

Christian view of history. For Christians, God's 

actual involvement in historical time through a 

particular Person and place is a theological principle 

around which secular history occurs. For people 

listening to the Christian message for the first time 

(such as the Greeks and citizens of the polytheistic 

Roman Empire), this seemed ridiculous, and for many 

people since as well. Dawson argued that it was very 

difficult, and perhaps impossible, for non-believers to 

understand the Christian understanding of historical 

change. To Christians, "the real meaning of history is 

not the apparent meaning that historians have studied 

and philosophers have attempted to explain." The 

Incarnation has upended the secular view of history, 

and therefore events that have little significance to that 

world, such as the fortunes of an obscure Middle 

Eastern tribe, turn out to have world-changing (and, to 

believers, divine) significance.  

The theological claims presented by Christianity 

require thinking along two historical tracks at the same 

time. On the one hand, there is God working through 

time. On the other, there is the massive historical detail 

and endless chain of events that must be integrated 

into that principle and understood in light of that 

religious sensibility. This difficulty becomes especially 

complicated when the subject is Christianity itself or its 

claims.  

The history of Mary is perhaps especially illustrative 

of this double difficulty. There is no doubt that over the 

centuries the figure of Mary has come in many forms 

and served many purposes, from suffering mother to 

idealized woman. A rich tapestry of legend, 

interventions, and attributes have built up around her 

in a way that is in some respects far removed from the 

young peasant Jewish girl of the gospels. For the secular 

historian, Mary is the perfect example of cultural 

accretion over time, acquiring bits from the cult of Isis, 

bits from images of imperial power or medieval 

motherhood, and (latterly) perhaps a bit of the 

American housewife. Her actual existence is beside the 

point. For the Christian, this cannot be the end of the 

story. While recognizing historical change over time, 

for the Christian such events are charged with 

meaning.  

Miri Rubin nicely accommodates both these views 

in Mother of God -- a comprehensive look at Mary 

from the early Church to the Reformation. Her goal, 

she writes in the introduction, is to  

offer a historical understanding of the processes 

which made Mary so utterly available to humans, 

and utterly desirable as a friendly face of the 

divine core. In Mary the feminine became the 

universal conduit to self-understanding, to learning 

about emotions and how these might be shared 

and expressed. 

A scrupulous scholar, author of previous books on the 

Middle Ages, and professor of history at Queen Mary 

University of London, Rubin has a healthy respect for 

the people who have venerated Mary and does not 

question that they believed what they said they 

believed about her. The text is therefore generally free 

of the ideological overlay that accompanies much 

contemporary scholarship on religion, which views 

religious faith as something that is generated as a 

byproduct of historical or materialist factors.  

Thus, while Rubin does not ignore the secular uses 

to which Mary has been put through the centuries, she 

T 
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generally lets the texts and people speak for 

themselves, adding context and explication where 

necessary. And not only text: The book contains several 

dozen full-color illustrations of paintings, mosaics, and 

religious icons of all sorts, from Egypt to Oxfordshire, 

Hungary to South America. They provide a nice 

emphasis to the fact that for much of Christian history, 

the faith was lived visually and orally as much as 

through texts.  

 

Some of the reviews have taken to task the Church's 

view of women as expressed through Mary. In the 

London Review of Books, Hilary Mantel wrote that "the 

cult of Mary can seem quaint and charming; but it 

introduced into the life of every small Catholic girl a 

terrifying bind, and into the mind of every small Catholic 

boy a standard impossible for women to meet," and 

imposed a "frozen concept of femininity." But even she 

acknowledges that the narrowed vision of Mary's role 

was more a function of that time and place rather than 

a full appreciation of the meaning the Church has 

poured into her life.  

The story, however, is more complex. Often Mary 

and her invocation have been used as a rebuke to those 

in power, and as a force of liberation; the powerful 

veneration of Our Lady of Guadalupe, which appeared 

in the 16th century as a result of Mary's appearance to 

an indigenous convert, was at first resisted by the ruling 

Spanish clergy, but this is only one such example. 

Another is the Legion of Mary, which united African 

women in Zambia around the image of a martial Mary. 

Mother of God ranges across the centuries, from 

the Mary of the Gospels to the Reformation. The book is 

divided into six parts, covering subjects such as "Mary in 

Liturgy, Song, and Prayer" and "Mary as Queen and 

Reformer." Rubin also addresses Jewish and Islamic 

views of Mary, bringing to light the theological and 

rhetorical disputes that occurred among the three faiths 

in the early years of Christianity. A God who was born of 

a mortal woman was, some argued, an affront to the 

divine majesty. Even among groups of Christians, the 

claims that a simple peasant woman bore the Word was 

a struggle to understand and comprehend. Rubin 

helpfully puts these debates in context.  

Mother of God closes with the Reformation, where 

Mary's role was retained but limited. Martin Luther, for 

example, thought Mary presented an example of God's 

grace, though one that needed to be stripped of 

medieval accretions. One of these accretions was the 

widespread belief in her immaculate conception; Rubin 

discusses the fascinating medieval debates on the 

subject, which pitted Bernard of Clairvaux against those 

who supported the doctrine. Europe, by that time, had 

become thoroughly "marianized"; the practice of the 

faith was seen as inseparable from Marian devotion. 

But the reformers thought that devotion to God's 

Mother crowded out God Himself, and they worked 

out their own relationship to Mary, which was focused 

on her limited mentions in Scripture.  

But while Mary's stature was being reduced (or 

properly relegated, depending on one's view), in the 

New World the opposite was occurring. Thanks to the 

crusading spirit of the Catholic Monarchs of Spain, 

Mary was taken across the oceans to millions for the 

first time. There, she was introduced to the indigenous 

peoples in their native languages, and she came to be 

seen as protector and patroness of the Americas. In 

passing, Rubin confirms another one of Dawson's 

insights: that whatever other motivations there were, 

the colonization of the New World was animated by a 

sincere and long-lasting mission of evangelization. And 

Mary was in the vanguard of that mission. 

It is clear from this study that the history of Europe 

is almost incomprehensible without assessing and 

understanding Mary and her significance. In looking 

forward to the present, Rubin offers some tentative 

conclusions on Mary's role as "global icon." Like many 

other traditional features of Christian life, Mary has 

been appropriated by a world that has rejected belief, 

but still feels a need to believe. Mary, in her role as 

Mother of God, reflects the profoundest mysteries of 

human life, which the world continues to revere. 
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Gerald J. Russello is a Fellow of the Chesterton Institute 

at Seton Hall University. 
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Over the Rails America  
Anthony Esolen | Classic 

7/3/09 

n a dead-end stretch of what was once U.S. 

Route 22, in a small village with tacky-friendly 

billboards boasting "Genuine Dutch Cooking," 

where old folks and even some of the young still scold 

their children or go a-courting or order scrapple and 

beer in Low German -- in a veritable little oxbow lake 

cut off from the great River Time by a stubborn rock 

base of its own or by the sudden collapse of a cultural 

wall miles away -- lies a tourist attraction called 

Roadside America. 

I wasn't eager at first to go there, but my father-in-

law (a roadside tourist attraction in his own right) 

insisted it was perfect for the children, so we went. It 

was, as I expected, a bit cute and folksy and corny. It 

was also, as I had not expected, beautiful, a work of one 

man's lifelong perseverance and devotion, a piece of art 

evincing real imagination and an unshakable love for 

the lives and labors and festivities of the ordinary 

people of this land. It could not have been built today. 

The story goes that Laurance Gieringer and his 

brother Paul, just boys, were sitting on Neversink 

Mountain one day in 1903 overlooking their hometown 

of Reading, Pennsylvania. Viewing the houses and the 

Schuylkill River winding its way among them far below, 

the brothers began to map out with their hands where 

William Penn must have rowed up and landed to make 

peace with the Indians and establish a settlement. It 

was then that the boys conceived the idea of 

memorializing their town and its history by carving 

wooden miniatures: to show, by the humble art that 

begins in whittling on a sunny day when one cannot 

possibly have anything better to do, what the lives of 

the people who lived in the valley were like. 

And so they carved and painted. At first they 

created buildings: banks, schoolhouses, saloons; years 

later, trains and other motorized wonders, which 

Laurence duly set on tracks and rigged up to delicate 

gears and pulleys, so that the coal would go down the 

chute in the colliery or the horse in the stable would 

lower his head to the trough. And of course there were 

churches, in particular, one church fitted out with hand-

painted glass windows recalling the designs of a church 

in the Swiss canton whence the family had come.  

For the Gieringers were devout. The boys' love for 

their native hills was the fresh overflow of their love 

for God who made the hills. Brother Paul gave up the 

hobby at age 17 to enroll in a seminary and begin his 

journey to become a Roman Catholic priest. In the 

meantime, Larry was encouraged by a wise teacher 

(evidently a woman who knew and appreciated boys) 

to pursue his unusual talent, so long as he kept his 

grades up to a modest level. The now-apprenticed 

carpenter did just that; there was at that time no 

sentence of dismissal to outer darkness for those who 

could not sit in their mental corsets and crochet the 

approved platitudes of the political day. School did not 

get in the way of his art, and art did not get in the way 

of his faith. So he persevered. He produced a big 

Christmas display in 1935 and then in 1941 gathered 

his entire collection of miniatures under one roof, 

given him by a local fire company. 

Larry Gieringer had a touch of mechanical mania, 

the whimsy of a boy builder. He came to excel in the 

crafting of machines, architectonically clever yet quite 

small, designed to produce delightful effects. Your 

child pushes a button and sees the farmer swinging a 

pitchfork, a miner hoisting an ax, square dancers 

whirling 'round a barn, a crowd at the ballfield sending 

up a cheer. 

Yet the machines and the miniatures were only 

parts of the great working order developing in his 

mind: a hall where anybody could come to see all the 

creations on display, not one by one but in a coherent 

whole -- from Indians in teepees beside running water 

with the crickets chirping to modern Americans, first in 

trains and trolleys and then in automobiles, all set in a 
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kind of interlocking time-travel among the hills of Berks 

County. And there it stands yet, more than a miniature 

village: Roadside America. 

  

It was once a hotspot for tourists, who in the 1950s 

came by the busload. The country was changing, though 

few people could have guessed how fast and how 

drastically. Then as now, on the half-hour, visitors were 

asked to gather at the back of the great room to watch 

a short film -- a series of slides with voice-over 

describing the greatness of America and the freedom 

and faith that made that greatness possible. Then as 

now, the backdrop for the slide show was a mural 

depicting Lady Liberty raising her torch above the 

skyline. Then as now, the image of Christ would be 

projected on the wall, with reverence, without 

embarrassment or apology. Then as now, the lights in 

the room would darken to yellow and then to a rosy red 

on the "horizons," and lights would wink on in the 

towns and villages and a few stars would appear, 

planetarium-like, upon the ceiling. Then as now, the 

room would dwindle into darkness, and the lights in the 

houses would wink out as the good weary people went 

to bed, and the workmen and housewives and shoppers 

and children below would be replaced by the bright 

crowds above. Then as now, the narrator would come 

to the end of his sonorous tribute just at the first hint of 

returning twilight, and then as now, beside images of 

Jesus, and Liberty, and the American flag, the rousing 

alto of Kate Smith's "God Bless America" would herald 

the dawn, as stars yielded to morning and houselights 

turned on again and then off, in the freshness of full 

day. 

That was what people in Larry Gieringer's day loved. 

He did not live to see his beloved land slashed and 

burned by the 1960s. His brave widow did, and she -- 

his partner in business and art as in devotion -- vowed 

to keep Roadside America exactly as Larry had left it, 

even insisting upon it as an iron provision in her will. Of 

course there's a nice modern gift shop and there are a 

few billboards, and motors have to be repaired and 

chipped paint has to be touched up, but Roadside 

America is what it was. Therefore the buses do not 

come. 

As I've said, it could not be built today. We have the 

technology, and then some; but in other matters, in the 

science of what is really important in life, we may as 

well have gone back to hand-axes and forked-stick 

plows. No boys, hands on knees and chin on hands, idle 

away an hour on Neversink Mountain. Those boys have 

never been conceived, or have been aborted away; and 

daycare, television, and school, those three know-n0-

evil apes of life, have taken care of all the genius in the 

rest. Such young males as exist do not whittle. Their 

teachers, ignorant of the intelligence of the hands and 

the wisdom of the impractical, assume that books hold 

the key to all learning, preferably books written at a 

grade level not too taxing upon the mind of the 

instructor. If you do go in for art, it is but trading one 

snobbery for another. Artists do not condescend to 

render beauty. They are beyond beauty; they are 

professionals. If Larry were alive today he would be 

moping in a dully verbal job or, if he were shunted off 

into the "creative" track, he would be displaying 

pointless mobiles at the city's cultural center, called 

"cultural" because it expresses the phantasm of a few, 

and "center" because hardly anybody else ever goes 

there. 

  

But not only could Roadside America not be built 

today -- it would not be built. One critic has called it 

the result of its creator's "hallucinatory happiness." 

Allow me to translate: Laurence and Paul Gieringer, 

who served in one world war and lived through 

another, who did more hard physical labor in a week 

than most of us now ever do, and who suffered 

through the Great Depression (which in much of 

eastern Pennsylvania only ended to see the coal and 

steel industries go into decline), were too silly to know 

what real heartache was all about. We find the gaiety 

of Larry's towns hallucinatory because we ourselves 

are in the midst of a bad cultural dream; we have been 

breathing bad air for so long, one wholesome breeze 

makes us sputter and cough. 
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To step into that room is to feel the embarrassment 

of hearing somebody else at prayer, somebody simpler 

and more childlike, and therefore more serious and 

interesting, than oneself. Why would we want to see 

miniature stained-glass windows, we who have 

removed the originals from our churches and, more to 

the point, from our hearts? Why should we want to see 

families at work and play, not singly but together, we 

who have reconceived the family as a "choice," 

individual and therefore also lonely, like an accessory to 

that said wraith called a "lifestyle"? Why should we 

want to see towns, we who live in the great 

Indistinguishable? Why should we want to see the 

careful memorializing of a Swiss Catholic village, we the 

rootless? Why should we stop to look at the roadside, 

we who use it only to change a flat as we go down that 

broad eight-lane highway? 

But I veer into bitterness, and Larry never did so. I 

love my country, or I very much want to love it, and 

there I stood beside Larry's life work, abashed in 

wonder as the words came rolling down the mountain 

to the prairies, to the oceans, white with foam. God 

bless Larry Gieringer and his brother, the good Father 

Paul, for their fine use of the one talent, for the shining 

city they built of cratewood, paper pulp, and sticks; 

poor potsherd, patches, matchwood. God bless them 

for the Land of Rest they awaited, peopled with citizens 

originally of similarly flimsy material, now immortal 

diamond. 

And God bless America. With all our petty pimping 

sins that have made it what it is. God bless it and return 

it to itself; let there be light again in the houses and 

workshops and markets, and in the hearts of the 

people; let the trains run and the children play; and let 

the sun rise. 

 

Anthony Esolen is a professor of English at Providence 

College and a senior editor for Touchstone magazine. 

His latest book is The Politically Incorrect Guide to 

Western Civilization (Regnery). This article originally 

appeared in the November 2004 issue of crisis 

Magazine. 
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The Church and the Jews in the Middle Ages  

Thomas F. Madden | Classic 

7/7/09 
efore examining the Catholic Church's 

relationship with the Jews in the Middle Ages, it 

would be worthwhile to state an obvious yet 

often overlooked fact: The Middle Ages were, 

well, medieval. It is a fallacy (one that historians call 

presentism) to judge the past by the standards of the 

present. In a modern, post-Enlightenment world, 

religious belief is merely a personal preference, like a 

favorite color. But in most premodern civilizations, 

religion is a central, if not predominant, aspect of one's 

personal and collective identity. To seek to corrupt or 

defame a culture's religion would therefore be the 

equivalent of treason in the modern era. In both cases 

the crimes were thought to be severe enough to 

warrant the death penalty. 

All of this is just to say that before the 18th century, 

religious tolerance was no virtue. No one doubted that 

heretics, blasphemers, pagans, and infidels had to be 

dealt with swiftly to prevent them from damaging the 

faith, leading others astray, and calling down divine 

wrath. This was the attitude of Jews in biblical times as 

well as Christians and Muslims in the Middle Ages -- 

although the means and methods were different with 

each religion. It is not too surprising, then, that 

Christianity's main rivals vanished after it was declared 

the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth 

century. What is surprising is that one of those rivals, 

Judaism, was singled out for toleration and protection 

by the Church. As a result, the once mighty cults of Isis, 

Mithra, and Diana disappeared without a trace, yet 

Judaism still survives. 

To understand the medieval Church's attitude 

toward Jews, one must begin with St. Paul. As the 

apostle to the Gentiles, Paul insisted that observance of 

the Mosaic Law, which entailed things like dietary 

regulations and circumcision, was no longer necessary. 

A new covenant had supplanted the old. Indeed, St. 

Paul admonished the Christians of Galatia for their 

observance of the Law, since the observance itself 

suggested that they considered faith in Christ 

insufficient for salvation (Galatians 3:1-29). 

It was in his letter to the Romans, however, that St. 

Paul laid the foundations for the medieval Church's 

attitude toward the Jews. There he wrote: 

Let me put a further question then: is it possible 

that God has rejected his people? Of course not. I, 

an Israelite, descended from Abraham through the 

tribe of Benjamin, could never agree that God had 

rejected his people, the people he chose specially 

long ago. [Romans 11:1-2] 

If they were not rejected, then: 

...have the Jews fallen for ever, or have they just 

stumbled? Obviously they have not fallen forever: 

their fall, though, has saved the pagans in a way 

the Jews may now well emulate. Think of the 

extent to which the world, the pagan world, has 

benefited from their fall and defection -- then 

think how much more it will benefit from the 

conversion of them all. [Romans 11:11-13]. 

In other words, by their refusal to accept Christ, the 

Jews had made it possible for the Gentiles to be saved. 

Paul is certain, though, that one day the Jews will see 

the truth (Romans 11:16-24).  

He concludes: 

The Jews are enemies of God only with regard to 

the Good News, and enemies only for your sake; 

but as the chosen people, they are still loved by 

God, loved for the sake of their ancestors. God 

never takes back his gifts or revokes his choice. 

[Romans 11:28-29] 

These words became the guiding principle of Christian 

attitudes toward Jews for many centuries, but they 

could be difficult to hear in the first three centuries of 

Christianity. Jews viewed Christianity as a blasphemy 
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against God and a perversion of their faith. In third-

century rabbinic texts, Jesus was described as a 

magician in league with Satan, Mary as a prostitute, and 

the apostles as criminals who deserved death. Daily 

Jewish prayers often included a plea for God to destroy 

the "sectaries," the term used to describe the 

Christians. Roman persecutions against the Jews ended 

in the third century, just as the persecutions against the 

Christians were starting to heat up. Although the Jews 

were not responsible for Roman persecutions, it was 

not unusual for some Jews to take part in them. As St. 

Jerome wrote, the Jews "in their synagogues blaspheme 

the Christian flock: and while they slay us, they will their 

own destruction in the eternal fire." 

St. Jerome's response was not unusual. Most 

Christians were keenly aware of Jewish antipathy 

toward them, yet they held fast to St. Paul's words. 

Early Church Fathers, like Justin Martyr, Tertullian, 

Origen, Eusebius, and others, wrote tracts against 

Judaism, yet none of them called for persecution. 

Instead, they admonished fellow Christians who 

persisted in Jewish practices (like St. Paul's Galatians) 

and made the case that Christianity was not a new 

religion but the culmination of Judaism. The latter 

assertion was important, since potential Roman 

converts measured a religion's worth in terms of its 

antiquity. 

The Roman persecutions of Christianity came to an 

abrupt end with the conversion of the Emperor 

Constantine (312-337). In a flash Christianity went from 

a struggling underground religion to the faith of the 

aristocracy. Constantine, who saw himself not only as 

Roman emperor but as the defender of the Church, 

issued several laws regarding Jews. He forbade the 

Jewish practice of stoning converts to Christianity and 

ordered Jews to stop circumcising their Christian slaves. 

He also made it unlawful for Christians to convert to 

Judaism. His son, Constans (337-350), outlawed 

intermarriage between Jews and Christians. In every 

other way, though, the emperors left the Jews alone. 

They retained full rights as citizens, including the right 

to worship freely. 

During the remainder of the fourth century, matters 

remained fairly stable between Christians and Jews. 

That is not to say, however, that there were not 

tensions. Jewish communities were naturally alarmed at 

the extent at which these "sectaries" were growing in 

strength and numbers. By the end of the fourth century, 

the Roman Empire was overwhelmingly Christian. In 

392 Emperor Theodosius I (379-395) closed the last of 

the pagan temples, making Christianity the official 

religion of the empire -- a remarkable turnaround given 

that the same empire was vigorously persecuting 

Christians less than a century earlier. Nevertheless, 

Theodosius continued the policy of toleration toward 

the Jews. In 393 he declared attacks on synagogues to 

be a major offense. 

The victory of Christianity, however, continued to 

be a sore point among Jews. In cities with sizable 

Jewish populations, there was a good deal of anger 

directed against the new Christian masters. At times 

this led to bloodshed. For example, in Alexandria in 

414, decades of tension erupted when a Jewish mob 

launched a well-planned attack against Christian 

worshippers, killing a great many of them. The local 

authorities responded by expelling the Jews, uprooting 

a community that dated back to the foundation of the 

city. 

At about the same time, at a town called Inmester 

in Syria, a Jewish celebration of Purim turned into an 

ugly anti-Christian rally. It was the practice to burn or 

hang an effigy of Haman, an enemy of the Jews, on 

Purim, yet the Jews at Inmester abducted instead a 

Christian boy, bound him to a cross, and flogged him to 

death. The Roman world was stunned by the crime. 

Emperor Theodosius II (402-450) responded by 

excluding Jews from certain government positions and 

forbidding the construction of new synagogues. In the 

Theodosian Code, strict regulations were placed on the 

celebration of Purim. Christians were also instructed 

not to have intimate or personal intercourse with 

Jews, which might lead to intermarriage. This law 

mirrored similar Jewish restrictions against 

fraternization with non-Jews. Nevertheless, the code 
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did uphold the rights and citizenship of all Jews and 

protected existing synagogues. 

  

It was St. Augustine who laid the second foundation of 

the medieval Church's attitude toward the Jews. Writing 

in the late fourth and early fifth centuries, Augustine 

rejected the claims of some Christians that the Jews 

were the servants of the devil. At the core of 

Augustine's philosophy on the Jews were the words of 

Psalm 59: "Slay them not, lest my people forget: scatter 

them by thy power; and bring them down, O Lord our 

shield." The Jews, Augustine wrote, were clearly wrong. 

The course of history had shown that their faith and 

rituals had been supplanted. But they served as a 

constant reminder of the antiquity of the Christian faith 

and the glorious gift of salvation that Christ had poured 

out on the Gentiles. Clinging to their scriptures, the 

Jews were a witness for the veracity of the Old 

Testament and its prophecies of Christ's coming. 

Augustine insisted that Jews should be treated with 

respect because they belonged to God, who would 

bring them one day to the fullness of salvation. 

The fall of the Roman Empire in the late fifth 

century left chaos in its wake as barbarian tribes fought 

over the dismembered corpse of antiquity. The collapse 

of the Roman state forced the Catholic Church to step 

into the vacuum, feeding the poor, caring for the sick, 

organizing defenses, and trying to build some kind of 

order in so much mayhem. The popes in Rome soon 

took direct control over the city and region, becoming 

secular lords as well as spiritual leaders. The same was 

true with other bishops across western Europe. Thus 

began the Middle Ages. 

Pope Gregory I (590-604) spelled out Church policy 

toward the Jews in his decree Sicut Iudaeis Non. As 

might be expected, it was a synthesis of Roman law and 

the philosophies of St. Paul and St. Augustine. Gregory 

wrote, "Just as the Jews should not in their synagogues 

be free to do anything not permitted by law, so also in 

those things granted them they should have no 

infringement of their rights." During his pontificate, he 

put these words into practice, intervening to protect 

Jews from violence and insisting that Jewish rituals be 

tolerated. Yet he had no power to force far-away 

barbarian lords, many of whom were not Catholic, to 

heed his commands. In his own domains, however, 

Gregory rigorously defended the Jews. Indeed, 

throughout the thousand years of the Middle Ages, 

Rome and the papal states were the only places in 

western Europe where the Jews were at all times free 

from attacks or expulsions. The medieval papacy's 

unfailing defense of the Jews was not lost on the Jews 

themselves, who frequently came to the throne of St. 

Peter for justice and support against their enemies. 

Despite papal pronouncements to the contrary, 

secular rulers and local communities in Europe were at 

times quite willing to persecute Jews. Jewish 

merchants living in towns along the Mediterranean 

had effectively established themselves in commerce, 

particularly in the slave trade. This had a way of 

inflaming the righteous indignation of barbarians, 

especially those recent converts to Catholicism. In 612 

Sisebut, the Visigothic ruler of Spain, ordered the Jews 

in his kingdom to release their slaves and accept 

baptism or be expelled. Similarly, King Dagobert of the 

Franks ordered the expulsion of the Jews in his lands in 

629. 

It was, of course, possible for Church leaders to 

accept the papal directives concerning the Jews while 

still remaining critical of Jewish practices. In the ninth 

century, St. Agobard, the archbishop of Lyons, wrote, 

"Since they dwell among us, we ought not to be 

malignant to them, nor should we threaten their lives, 

safety, or property. Let us observe the convention 

ordained by the Church, which is explicit in defining 

how we must be at once cautious but humane in our 

dealings with them." Nevertheless, St. Agobard 

strongly objected to the Jewish policies of Emperor 

Louis the Pious. He was particularly upset that the 

emperor had forbidden slaves owned by Jews to be 

baptized. Since baptism required the manumission of 

the slave, this had the effect of depriving the Jews of 

their property. St. Agobard argued that Louis's decree 

withheld salvation from souls, when the obvious 

answer was simply to pay the Jews for their losses. St. 
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Agobard apparently had close contact with some Jews, 

for he knew all about the Toledot Yeshu, a collection of 

stories about Jesus and His disciples that was popular in 

medieval Jewish communities. In it, many of the old 

insults were repeated, but many new ones were 

included: for example, that Peter was called "Rock" 

because of his hardness and dullness of intelligence and 

that Christ's body was simply washed away when the 

Jerusalem aqueduct overflowed. But St. Agobard was 

particularly upset by the fact that Jews were changing 

Judaism. On the basis of certain rabbinical writings, they 

were adopting new beliefs and practices that he 

considered superstitious. He was one of the first 

Christians to notice the Talmud, something that would 

have powerful ramifications in later centuries. 

Nevertheless, despite his many criticisms, Agobard, like 

the popes, never supported persecution of the Jews. 

The next few centuries were bad ones for the 

Church. Europe was hit by a new set of punishing 

invasions that tore apart what little order had been 

restored since the fall of the Roman Empire. It was only 

in the eleventh century that the Church could raise its 

head above the rubble and begin rebuilding. The reform 

movement of that century quickly picked up steam, 

restoring papal control over the Church and rooting out 

clerical abuses. The popes were particularly concerned 

about ending violence, not only against Jews but against 

all noncombatants. Initiatives like the Peace of God and 

Truce of God were devised by the Church to stop the 

killing, but such efforts met with limited success. 

The resurgence of the Church in the eleventh 

century also allowed Christians in western Europe to 

take stock of Christianity's position in the wider world. It 

was not a happy picture. Core Christian lands like Egypt, 

Syria, and Asia Minor had fallen to Muslim invaders. 

Even the birthplace of Christianity had been conquered. 

The Crusades began in 1095, when Pope Urban II called 

the knights of western Christendom to come to the aid 

of their eastern brothers and restore to them the lands 

that had been conquered by the Muslims.  

The Crusades are often cited as an early 

manifestation of European anti-Semitism. That is simply 

wrong. Anti-Semitism was alive and well long before the 

Crusades and would remain so long after the last 

crusader had hung up his sword. From the very 

beginning of the Crusades, the Church made a sharp 

distinction between Muslims and Jews. In a letter to the 

bishops of Spain, Pope Alexander II specifically forbade 

anyone from equating holy wars against Muslims with 

violence against Jews. He wrote, "The matter of the 

Jews is entirely different from that of the Muslims: the 

latter actively engage in war against Christians; the 

former are everywhere ready to remain peaceful." 

Nevertheless, many Jews were killed in the 

Crusades. During the First, Second, and Third Crusades, 

there were misguided, misinformed, or cynical attacks 

on Jews. The Church actively opposed these attacks, 

and local clergy often came to the defense of Jews in 

their community. St. Bernard of Clairvaux, preaching 

the Second Crusade, told the soldiers of Christ, "The 

Jews are not to be persecuted, killed, or even put to 

flight." When a fellow Cistercian monk began exhorting 

Germans to destroy the Jews before waging war on 

the Muslims, St. Bernard went personally to put a stop 

to it. As Rabbi Efraim of Bonn wrote: 

Bernard said to them [the Crusaders]: "It is good 

that you go against the Ishmaelites [Muslims]. But 

whosoever touches a Jew to take his life, is like 

one who harms Jesus himself . . ." When our 

enemies heard his words, many of them ceased 

plotting to kill us . . . Were it not for the mercy of 

our creator in sending the aforementioned abbot 

[Bernard] and his later letters, no remnant or 

vestige would have remained of Israel. Blessed be 

the redeemer and savior, blessed be his name. 

The Crusades were bad for European Jews because the 

religious enthusiasm that they engendered often 

spilled over into popular attacks on the "infidels" at 

home. But the purpose of the Crusades was never to 

kill Jews. 

The Fourth Lateran Council held in 1215 is often 

for its anti-Jewish decrees. It is true that the council 

excluded Jews from various public offices, yet this was 

merely a restatement of existing Roman law. More 

troubling from the modern point of view was the 
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requirement that all Jews were identifying badges. This 

naturally conjures up images of German Jews forced to 

wear cloth badges by the Nazis. But the clergy of the 

13th century were unfamiliar with the atrocities of the 

20th. The medieval badges were part of a larger 

attempt to avoid sinful behavior in Christian society. 

The same council also required clergy to wear 

distinctive dress, so that they too could be immediately 

identified. This, they hoped, would head off lewd or 

sinful behavior toward, or on the part of, priests. By the 

same token, the Jewish badges were meant to warn 

Christians who might otherwise unknowingly become 

intimately familiar with a Jew -- something also 

forbidden by Roman law. 

  

The rise of universities in the 13th century led to an 

increasing familiarity with Hebrew among Europe's 

intellectuals. This naturally led Christian scholars to 

examine Jewish sacred scriptures. What they found 

there troubled them. Like St. Agobard several centuries 

earlier, they discovered that the Torah (the first five 

books of the Old Testament, in which the covenant was 

established between God and his people) was dwarfed 

in size by the Talmud. The latter consisted of another 

body of law, believed by Jews to be of equal antiquity to 

the Torah, though not written down until the early 

centuries A.D. The Talmud, therefore, was the means by 

which rabbinical Judaism had grown, adapted, and 

changed. 

Yet the existence of the Talmud posed a real 

problem for the Church. One of the reasons for 

toleration of the Jews was their witness to, and 

preservation of, the sacred scriptures of the Old 

Testament. The presence of the Talmud suggested that 

they were doing neither. Furthermore, if, as Christians 

believed, the only acceptable continuation of Judaism 

lay in the Gospel and the redemption of Christ, it stood 

to reason that these later writings must be false. 

Suddenly, Judaism looked less like a witness to the past 

and more like a present heresy. 

The Talmud was brought most forcefully to the 

papacy's attention in 1239, when a former Jew, 

Nicholas Donin, informed Pope Gregory IX that it was 

filled with errors, blasphemies, and heresies. Gregory 

sent a letter ordering secular lords to confiscate Jewish 

literature and turn it over to the ecclesiastical 

authorities for study. The following year, St. Louis IX of 

France summoned to his court a council of rabbis to 

defend the Talmud. They failed to convince the Church's 

scholars, who concluded that the Talmud had 

supplanted the Torah, leading the Jewish people to 

abandon Mosaic Law. Louis ordered the confiscation of 

all copies of the Talmud in Paris. A few years later, Pope 

Innocent IV, acting in response to Jewish complaints, 

ordered a new investigation of the Talmud. But the 

new commission came to the same conclusion: The 

Talmud was filled with blasphemies against God and 

the Christian faith. 

In response to these findings, Innocent IV 

enshrined in canon law the right of the pope to act to 

preserve Judaism from heresy. On the face of it, this 

may seem absurd. But it was entirely consistent with 

the Church's long-standing defense of the Jews. St. 

Paul and St. Augustine agreed that the Jews must be 

respected, not out of some anachronistic appreciation 

of religious diversity, but because they were both a 

witness to the truth of the Old Testament and the 

chosen people who would one day come to salvation 

through Christ. The Talmud struck at the heart of both 

of these rationales. Henceforth, for the popes, 

defending the Jews meant not only defending Jewish 

rights and persons but also the purity of the Jewish 

faith. In practice, though, Church-sponsored 

confiscations of the Talmud were rare. 

The 13th century also brought the expansion of 

the Inquisition. The medieval Inquisition is a big topic, 

but very little of it is related to the Jews. Dominican 

inquisitors were generally careful not to tread on 

Jewish rights. When they did, Jews were quick to bring 

their grievances to Rome and the popes were just as 

quick to admonish the inquisitors. 

The only point at which the medieval Inquisition 

and the Jews intersected was in the matter of 

apostasy. According to Roman law, and therefore 

canon law, a Christian was forbidden to convert to 
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Judaism. The problem was that throughout the Middle 

Ages secular authorities or local populations frequently 

threatened to attack or expel Jews unless they accepted 

baptism. Most Jews moved on, if they could. But many 

others would go to the baptismal font rather than lose 

their lives or property. When the persecution was over, 

these baptized Jews would return to Judaism or, fearing 

the Inquisition, exist in a netherworld between the two 

faiths. The Church did not recognize a forced conversion 

as valid, so long as the person repudiated baptism 

within a reasonable amount of time. Yet if someone 

received baptism without objection, even if they were 

acting in response to an implied or spoken threat, that 

was considered valid. In other words, although the 

popes were opposed to anti-Jewish violence, if it led to 

a silent acceptance of coercive baptism, they were 

forced to recognize the validity of the sacrament. It was 

the job of the inquisitors, therefore, to make certain 

that these new Christians remained Christian. 

  

Of all medieval institutions, the Church stood alone in 

Europe in its consistent condemnation of Jewish 

persecutions. Yet they happened anyway. England 

expelled all Jews in 1290; France in 1306; Spain in 1492. 

Europeans disliked the Jews for their affluence and for 

the closed nature of their society, which seemed to 

scorn Christians. Jews were commonly believed to use 

Christian blood in their rituals, to desecrate the host, 

and to engage in ritual murder. Kings increasingly saw 

Jews as nonsubjects and therefore detrimental to their 

kingdoms. When the Black Death arrived in the 14th 

century, the Jews were accused of polluting the wells or 

incurring divine disfavor through their rituals. Pope 

Clement VI issued bulls in 1348 repudiating these widely 

held beliefs, insisting that the Jews' lives and property 

be respected. But his words, and those of his successors 

in the 14th century, were ignored. By the beginning of 

the 15th century, the only safe place in Europe to be a 

Jew was in the lands of the pope. 

We might well wish that the relationship between 

the medieval Catholic Church and the Jews had been 

better, friendlier, more modern. But it was not 

modern, nor should we expect it to be. It was, 

however, a relationship marked by mutual respect and 

a remarkable degree of tolerance in an age that knew 

little of either. 

 

Thomas F. Madden is associate professor and chair of 

the Department of History at Saint Louis University. His 

latest book is Empires of Trust: How Rome Built -- And 

America Is Building -- A New World. This article 

originally appeared in the January 2003 issue of crisis 

Magazine. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Empires-Trust-Built-America-Building/dp/B001LF4AP4/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1246986303&sr=8-2
http://www.amazon.com/Empires-Trust-Built-America-Building/dp/B001LF4AP4/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1246986303&sr=8-2
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Don't Wear that Mini to Mass 

Benjamin D. Wiker | Classic 

7/9/09 
s I have not received nearly enough hate mail 

of late, I thought it best to write something else 

on modesty, this time modesty at Mass (see my 

first article, "Drawing a Hemline: Sexual Modesty and 

the Pursuit of Wisdom"). I realize, of course, how 

delicate this subject is, but I also know that I am not the 

only one disturbed by immodesty. I am certain that 

more than a few priests grind their teeth every week in 

anticipation of having to minister to the inadequately 

dressed.  

First, we had better be clear about what is meant by 

immodesty. Immodesty is -- and here I hope to quash 

any gainsaying -- the opposite of modesty. Modesty is a 

sub-virtue of temperance, the virtue concerned with 

"desires for the greatest pleasures," as St. Thomas 

Aquinas said. We are animals, Aquinas noted, and as 

animals we have a natural desire to preserve ourselves 

as individuals "by means of meat and drink," and as a 

species "by the union of the sexes." Simply put, like all 

animals, we naturally desire food and sex -- not in the 

raw, contemporary sense of uncontrollable appetites 

that must be sated at all costs, but in the ancient, sane 

sense of desiring to preserve ourselves by nutrition and 

our species by procreation. Modesty is concerned not 

with the sexual act itself, but with the public 

presentation of our sexual nature. 

In this article, I am concerned mostly with the 

immodesty of women rather than that of men at Mass 

for three reasons. First, we live in a time when women's 

fashions, especially miniskirts and skintight blouses, 

happen to be more immodest than men's. Such was not 

always the case. For example, in Chaucer's "Parson's 

Tale," we hear of "the horrible disordinat scantnesse of 

clothyng" of the men, who "thurgh hire shortnesse ne 

covere nat the shameful membres, to wikked entente." 

This particular jeremiad by Chaucer's good parson 

concerned the tight hosiery worn by the men of the day 

that left nothing about either the "privee membres" or 

"the hyndre part of hir buttokes" to the imagination. 

But today, unless men start wearing bicycle shorts to 

work and to Church, mainly women partake of such 

public immodesty. I have yet to see a man in spandex 

shorts inside a church, but I have seen myriads of 

miniskirts -- worn even by women having their children 

baptized -- and more than a smattering of spaghetti-

straps.  

The second reason I shall focus on women is that, 

to be frank, I am an incurable heterosexual, and I have 

no idea how immodest fashions on men might affect 

women. I can only assume that if men took to wearing 

bicycle shorts to Mass, they might have the same 

effect on women as miniskirts have on men.  

Third, I think it is true, judging from human history 

and the sorry march of the naked and half-naked in 

movies and advertisements today, that women are 

able to affect men more powerfully by their 

immodesty than men are able to affect women. 

There are several layers of difficulty in discussing 

immodesty in our culture. I've classified them 

according to the retorts undoubtedly already on the 

lips of my detractors as they read this article. The first 

is, "I have the right to wear whatever I want!" (also 

known as "Who are you to tell me what I should 

wear?!"). The second is, "But that's what's in fashion!" 

The third is, "That's your problem, you dirty old man!" 

And finally, we have "Well, do you want us to go back 

to Victorian times, when even the glimpse of a lady's 

bare ankle caused a scandal?" 

  

I Can Wear What I Want 

To refute the assertion that we have a right to wear 

whatever we want, imagine the following. Doing your 

best to concentrate on the great spectacle of divine 

grace that is about to unfold, you are dutifully and 

fruitfully praying before Mass -- dutifully because you 

A 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6346&Itemid=121&ed=1
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6346&Itemid=121&ed=1
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regard attending Mass as a holy obligation wherein you 

are bound not only to worship God but also to strive for 

the removal of the impurities that keep you from Him, 

and fruitfully because you have on this rare occasion 

penetrated the fog of sloth and distraction that 

normally envelops your tired soul and are truly feeling 

the loving presence of Christ. 

Into the church I stride, hoofing it proudly down the 

central aisle right past your pew, sporting a set of 

antlers from Cervus elaphus, the North American elk. It 

is an impressive rack, just the kind that sets the does to 

nudging and whispering -- twelve points, not counting 

the knobs. Be honest. No matter how deeply in prayer 

you had mercifully fallen, wouldn't you be jolted 

completely out of the sweet arms of grace? Wouldn't 

you, now kneeling amid the shattered pieces of your 

holy reverie, say to yourself, "Antlers! That idiot is 

wearing antlers!" 

Further, imagine that I shuffle proudly into the pew 

right in front of you, fully aware that I had attracted 

everyone's attention. And there you are, stuck for the 

entire Mass, peering through my great rack at the 

priest. And there you are a bit later at the most holy 

part of the Mass, the elevation of the consecrated Host, 

framed for you by those same ridiculous antlers. And 

then, walking up to receive our precious Lord, you are 

not piously thinking, "My Lord and my God," but either 

impiously cursing or uncontrollably laughing. Your 

chance to restore your soul is shot for the week. 

On the way out, you decide to confront me. (Good 

for you!) "Why did you wear antlers to Mass?" you ask 

politely. "Surely you must know everyone was staring at 

you?" 

Immediately, and with a dark and offended glare, I 

reply, "Who are you to tell me what to wear? I have 

the right to wear whatever I want!" 

Wouldn't your response be, "Where could you 

conceive of getting a right to wear antlers? 

Furthermore, what about my more sacred right -- and 

duty -- to concentrate during the Mass? Your display 

was utterly distracting!" 

Let's step back from our imaginary exercise and ask 

ourselves: Don't we have a right not to be drawn away 

from the Mass? Don't we also have a very serious moral 

obligation not to draw others away? If you were at the 

foot of Mount Sinai, and "the Lord descended upon it in 

fire; and the smoke of it went up like the smoke of a 

kiln, and the whole mountain quaked greatly," and "as 

the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder, 

Moses spoke, and God answered him in thunder," 

wouldn't you be violating something great, terrible, and 

holy by dancing in front of people, waving your arms, or 

shimmying about in an effort to distract them? How 

much more should we avoid distracting others when 

God Himself, with a great, terrible, and holy love, 

becomes our food and drink? 

Let's return to the foyer of the church. I take off 

my antlers and say, "You are absolutely right, madam, 

and your miniskirt is every bit as distracting to all the 

men as my antlers are to you -- only worse. Immodest 

dress is made to be sexually attractive. Why else do 

they call it 'sexy' if not to capture the effect it has on 

the opposite sex? Whereas there is no biblical 

commandment about staring at antlers, Christ has 

warned that 'everyone who looks at a woman lustfully 

has already committed adultery with her in his heart' 

(Matthew 5:28). This is the same Christ who said, 

'Temptations to sin are sure to come; but woe to him 

[or her] by whom they come!' (Luke 17:1). If you knew 

that this very Christ were going to be here today, in 

person, awful in His power and purity, severe in His 

demands, steeped in the agony of the crucifixion, and 

blinding in His resurrected holiness, how would you 

have dressed? Well, madam, He was here. And I am 

fairly certain that any conscious attempt to distract or 

attract others from Him is a most serious offense." 

  

Short Skirts Are In 

So they are, just as second-skin hosiery was the rage 

for men in Chaucer's day and bustles and corsets were 

for women in the 19th century. But what is in fashion 

at any particular time generally reflects a particular 

culture's beliefs and desires. We may always ask 
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whether those beliefs and desires, and the fashions that 

develop as a result, are worthy. For example, corsets, 

which caused the near-asphyxiation of many women, 

should be judged as unworthy. Women were not made 

to have the waists of wasps, and the attempt to make 

them so was destructive.  

Similarly, fashions may betray a culture's belief that 

the overt expression of sexual desire be released from 

the confines of the marital bedroom and let loose in 

public. Miniskirts are the result of the sexual revolution. 

Whether any particular woman means to express her 

solidarity with that revolution or not, her abbreviated 

clothing speaks for itself. 

  

It's Your Problem 

Am I a dirty old man? We are all dirty -- stained with sin, 

covered with the soot of our continual struggle to climb 

the purgative hills of this life, soiled by backsliding, and 

smeared with repentant tears. Such is our condition in 

this life if we are at all honest about the state of our 

souls. We are all here to be cleaned, to be washed in 

the blood of the Lamb in a strange and frightening ritual 

that, if the veil God mercifully drapes over it were lifted, 

would drive us all to our knees in dread. 

Yes, we are here to be cleaned, not to roll in the 

ever-more-choking dust of our culture. The culture is 

obsessed with sex, money, Persian-style luxury, 

frittering away precious time in shallow entertainments, 

catering to every cry of the flesh for the most trifling 

and ignoble pleasures, art that does not elevate, music 

that excites the savage beast, and a continual circus of 

violence in our re-paganized theaters. The Church must 

be a sanctuary of holy sanity, an island of retreat amid 

the swell and bluster of sensual degradation and 

intellectual dwarfism. The Mass must save us from mass 

culture.  

When the vanities of this culture invade the Church, 

that is a sign of war. And that is why I am as opposed to 

immodesty as I am to pop music, seedy and utilitarian 

architecture, flagrant displays of wealth, and every 

other seepage from out there to in here. We should be 

evangelizing the culture, not the other way around. We 

should be making sorties promoting modesty from 

inside the Church, rather than carrying the indiscreet 

trappings of the culture within its gates. 

  

Back to Victorian Times? 

As C.S. Lewis said, when you are lost, retracing your 

steps to find your way back to the proper trail is actually 

progress. For example, why shouldn't we want to go 

back to a time when it was safe to walk the streets at 

night, when our children were not gunning each other 

down at school, and when men were fighting over 

women rather than fighting for the right to marry 

other men? 

But returning to the old days is not the issue. 

There need not be a golden time to which we must 

refer when trying to reform ourselves morally. The 

pagan Romans of the early Christian era were just as 

morally degraded as we are. The Romans' "good old 

days" were those of the fifth century B.C., when the 

famous Twelve Tables of the law commanded that all 

deformed babies be exposed, and those of the second 

century B.C., when Cato the Elder instructed farmers 

to sell slaves too enfeebled by age to work, so as to 

avoid having to pay for their maintenance. The 

Christians came to form the Romans into Christians, 

not to reform them into "old Romans." 

This has always been true for Christians, who are 

called to a severe standard of holiness in any age. 

When Christianity baptizes a culture -- whenever and 

wherever that culture may be -- the holy waters act 

not like a comfortable bath but like an acid that eats 

painfully away at the culture's cherished sins. That is 

why Christians of all times are called to be martyrs, for 

to be a martyr means, first, to be a witness and, 

second, to take up the cross. We are called to be 

witnesses to severe holiness, not to blend in with the 

culture so as not to be noticed -- and that includes how 

we dress. Further, if we are truly witnesses, then we 

will experience the weight of the cross and the sharp 

pain of the nails by going against the grain of the 
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culture -- and that means that we might be mocked for 

being out of fashion. 

That is why we should not only dress modestly 

inside a church but outside as well. If what we wear 

speaks, then it ought to shout loudly and visibly in the 

near-naked public square that Christians think 

differently about the body and sexuality from Planned 

Parenthood, Dr. Ruth, Hugh Hefner, MTV, Madonna, 

and Dear Abby. We are commanded not to hide our 

light under a bushel, and certainly a woman cannot hide 

her modesty under a miniskirt any more than a man can 

hide his under a pair of bicycle shorts. So it is not a 

question of going back to Victorian times but of going 

forward to better times of our own making.  

Modesty, then, is not the gnarled offshoot of some 

happily bygone age. It is, and always was, one of the 

twelve fruits of the Holy Spirit. These, the Catechism of 

the Catholic Church tells us, "the Holy Spirit forms in us 

as the first fruits of eternal glory." "Purity 

requires modesty [emphasis added]," the Catechism 

continues, as "an integral part of temperance," one of 

the four cardinal virtues. Far from restricting us, 

"modesty protects the intimate center of the person. It 

means refusing to unveil what should remain hidden." 

Modesty veils sexuality, not because sexual desire is evil 

but because the culmination of sexual attraction is 

properly the privacy of the intimate union of male and 

female, who become one flesh. With regard to public 

life, theCatechism says that modesty "inspires one's 

choice of clothing." May these words inspire us all every 

Sunday (and all the days in between). 

  

My Modesty Guidelines 

As I do not think I can skirt the issue (so to speak), I will 

end with guidelines for achieving modesty at Mass. 

Although I have used the examples of bicycle shorts for 

men and miniskirts for women, there are obviously 

many ways for both sexes to be immodest. Further, 

while all immodesty is inappropriate at Mass, not all 

inappropriate clothing is immodest. Antlers are not 

immodest -- they suit the Elks Club quite nicely -- but 

they are inappropriate at Mass. Garish beachwear is 

likewise inappropriate at Mass, even when it is modest. 

At Mass, one obvious rule for both men and women 

is that clothes should cover the body (which is their 

function) but not cling to it. That which is skintight -- 

whether pants for men or even a long dress for women 

-- is to the eye, and hence to the imagination, a second 

skin. Clothes that act as a second skin are too close to 

revealing the first skin and are therefore immodest at 

Mass. 

Second, how about a knees-to-neck rule? 

Everything between the knees and the neck should be 

covered -- on both men and women. This frees us from 

all niggling nit-picking about the exact status of every 

possible item of clothing. Plunging necklines, rising 

hemlines, bare midriffs and backs, short shorts, and so 

on are all taboo. That does not mean that some 

clothing that violates the knees-to-neck rule might not 

actually compromise modesty, but the knees-to-neck 

rule, combined with the loose-clothing rule, would 

certainly eliminate all immodesty. Drawing the line a 

little too broadly is better than drawing it too close to 

an occasion for sin. Better to filter out than let a philter 

in. 

So, see you Sunday. My antlers will be in the trunk 

of my car, just in case. 

 

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). This article originally appeared in the April 2001 

issue of crisis Magazine. 
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