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Three Misreadings of Caritas in Veritate 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

7/13/09 

ope Benedict XVI's latest encyclical, Caritas in 

Veritate, was published on July 7. With the 

appearance of a new papal document, various 

factions in the Church, as well as some outside, eagerly 

attempt to score points on their own behalf. This is 

particularly true of Caritas in Veritate, since both its 

length and the variety of its content allow plausible 

misreadings supported by selective citations. 

  

The 'Progressive' Reading 

As everyone should know by now, "progressive" is the 

term of preference liberals apply to themselves and 

what they claim for their own. The progressive reading 

of the encyclical requires looking away from its divine 

law and natural law foundation and, as I have argued, 

the long-overdue clarification on the importance of duty 

rather than the familiar reliance on rights claims.  

Nothing could go more against the grain of the 

progressive agenda than the encyclical's assertion, 

"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 

license." 

At the National Catholic Reporter, Michael Sean 

Winters reported on a conference call hosted by 

Catholics in Alliance for the Common Good to discuss 

the new encyclical. Rev. Thomas Reese, S. J., discussed 

its "very progressive vision," a description echoed 

throughout the leadership of the Catholic Left -- 

including by E. J. Dionne in the Washington Post.  

Winters, himself an avowed Democrat, rejects the 

description: "I am not so sure I would call the pope's 

vision 'progressive.' I think it is more accurate to say 

that the pope's vision results in support for many 

policies that progressives support." Winters recognizes 

that a cherry-picked issues list does not fairly represent 

the pope's metaphysical account of how acts of charity 

must begin with the mind's grasp of the truth through 

faith and reason. "The demands of love do not 

contradict those of reason," writes Benedict. 

  

The Pro-Obama Reading 

Once the encyclical is claimed for the progressives, the 

urge to boost the credibility of Catholic Democrats and 

President Barack Obama himself proves irresistible. 

Dionne asserts that the encyclical "may provide the 

best perspective for understanding why a pope seen as 

a conservative views Obama more favorably than do 

most Catholic conservatives in the United States." (And 

how does Dionne know that the Holy Father holds a 

more favorable view of our president?) But no one 

pushed the pro-Obama reading more blatantly than 

Anthony Stevens-Arroyo in the Washington Post's "On 

Faith" Blog: 

Catholic Democrats will rightly consider this papal 

document to legitimize their alternative approach 

to pro-life politics over the abortion-only policies 

that sounded very "Republican Party." 

Weren't these the same Catholic Democrats who were 

calling President George W. Bush a "theocrat" for 

talking about God too much? The Holy Father surely 

held no contempt for Bush and his religious 

conservative supporters: "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." (In 

fact, the Obama presidential campaign made it okay 

for Democrats to talk about God; Obama did it more 

than any other candidate, according to Beliefnet's 

"God-o-Meter.")  

P 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate_en.html
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6398&Itemid=121&ed=1
http://ncronline.org/blogs/ncr-today/caritas-veritate-progressive
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/07/08/AR2009070802693.html?sid%3DST2009071603557&sub=AR
http://newsweek.washingtonpost.com/onfaith/catholicamerica/2009/07/the_pope_and_peoria.html
http://blog.beliefnet.com/godometer/
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Again, Winters's succinct response hits the nail on 

the head in commenting on the Catholics in Alliance 

conference call: "The pope's vision, as he repeated 

several times in the encyclical, is an 'integral' one, and 

no one has ever accused the Democratic Party of having 

an integral vision." The Democrats can appropriate the 

integral humanism recommended by the pope only if 

they recognize, as the encyclical states, that"God has a 

place in the public realm." 

  

The 'Package' Reading 

The astute John L. Allen Jr. supplies the subtlest 

misreading; in an otherwise insightful overview of the 

encyclical, Allen treats the document as if it were a 

balanced blend of social justice and pro-life issues:  

Benedict XVI insists that Catholic social teaching 

must be seen as a package deal, holding economic 

justice together with its opposition to abortion, birth 

control, gay marriage, and other hot-button issues of 

sexual morality. The pope expresses irritation with 

'certain abstract subdivisions of the Church's social 

doctrine,' an apparent reference to tensions between 

the Church's pro-life contingent and its peace-and-

justice activists. 

This characterization fails to develop the crucial 

point of the "tensions" Allen mentions. Social-justice 

Catholics as represented, for example, by Network, a 

"national Catholic social justice lobby," routinely 

distance themselves from pro-life issues. As a result, 

some are publicly recognized as dissenters. Pro-lifers 

recognize the priority of the life issues but do not 

dissent from social-justice issues. Allen treats the 

"tensions" he describes as if both parties were on equal 

footing before the encyclical's teaching. 

Yes, the encyclical states, "The Church forcefully 

maintains this link between life ethics and social ethics." 

But the link is vertical, not horizontal: 

If there is a lack of respect for the right to life and to 

a natural death; if human conception, gestation, and 

birth are made artificial; if human embryos are 

sacrificed to research; the conscience of society ends 

up losing the concept of human ecology and, along 

with it, that of environmental ecology. 

Those who continue to read Caritas in Veritate as a 

list of policy recommendations -- from the Left or the 

Right -- will miss Benedict's contribution to the 

Church's tradition of social teaching. For that, I would 

suggest a closer reading of sections 53-55, where the 

Holy Father calls for a "deeper critical evaluation of the 

category of relation." Reading the encyclical from this 

angle reveals how truth informs genuine charity. 

 

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://ncronline.org/blogs/ncr-today/pope-proposes-christian-humanism-global-economy
http://www.networklobby.org/
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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Iconoclasm and the Sexual Revolution 
David R. Carlin | Column 

7/20/09

oday's lesson is on how to turn Catholics into 

semi-Catholics and non-Catholics. 

If you would like to destroy a prevailing 

system of beliefs and values, there are two ways of 

doing it: Persecution is one way, seduction the other. In 

the century or so following the start of the Protestant 

Reformation, persecution often proved effective. 

Catholic regimes persecuted Protestants, Protestant 

regimes persecuted Catholics, and Protestants of one 

kind persecuted Protestants of another kind. England in 

the 16th century gives us striking examples of all these 

varieties of persecution. Henry VIII persecuted both 

Catholics and Protestants who did not adhere to his 

kind of Protestantism. Edward VI (or rather, the 

handlers and manipulators of this boy king) persecuted 

Catholics. Queen Mary ("Bloody Mary" -- sometimes 

described as the only queen to be named after a drink) 

persecuted Protestants. Queen Elizabeth persecuted 

Catholics and Puritans. 

But persecution is no longer fashionable -- at least, 

persecution of the outright or downright type no longer 

is. Yet unless there is a great reversal of current trends, 

approval of homosexuality and same-sex marriage is 

likely to become greater in America as those of the 

older generation (cranky old men like myself) die off 

and are replaced by the exceedingly tolerant people 

who are now young. When almost everybody agrees 

that homosexuality is just fine and that same-sex 

marriage is a lovely thing, there will probably be a very 

mild persecution -- hardly distinguishable from 

discrimination -- of old-fashioned Christians who 

disagree with this. Mostly the persecution will be 

informal; that is, it will come in the form of a public 

opinion that is scornful and contemptuous of that 

irritating fraction of the population, Christians of the 

traditional type. But a certain amount of mild 

persecution will come from government. For instance, 

now and then a Christian schoolteacher will be fired 

because he or she let slip a word of disapproval for 

same-sex marriage. 

Nonetheless, the age of persecution is over -- at 

least in our part of the world, and at least (probably) for 

a few centuries. Persecution being ruled out, then, if 

you wish to destroy a system of beliefs and values, 

you'll have to do it by means of the alternative option: 

seduction. What this means in practice is that you'll 

have to provide the followers of the older system 

something that (a) they very much want but (b) the 

older system cannot provide. 

Consider as an example the iconoclasm in the 

eighth and ninth centuries. The Roman (Byzantine) 

Empire had in the seventh century lost vast amounts of 

territory in Western Asia and North Africa to the 

Muslim Arabs. By the opening of the eighth century, 

the empire controlled no portion of Africa, and in Asia 

controlled only Asia Minor (corresponding to modern 

Turkey). The religion of Islam had a strong taboo 

against images, especially sacred images. It was 

profoundly blasphemous to represent God in an 

image, and by extension it was blasphemous to 

represent Mohammed or anything or anyone else that 

was holy. 

Many Christians in the eastern part of Asia Minor -- 

that is, the part of the Roman Empire that was 

immediately adjacent to the Islamic realm, and 

therefore most likely to receive cultural impressions 

from the world of Islam -- came to feel that Christianity 

was made imperfect by its abundance of holy images 

(icons). The iconoclasm movement, a movement 

endorsed and even mandated by a number of 

emperors, gave these Islam-influenced Christians 

something that Catholic-Orthodox Christianity could 

not give them. Iconoclasm, in other words, seduced 

them. 

T 
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Why could Orthodox-Catholic Christianity not 

accommodate these Christians who didn't like icons? 

For two reasons: One, Christianity was a strongly 

traditional religion, and one of its greatest traditions 

was the display of holy icons, especially icons of Christ, 

the Virgin Mary, and the saints. For another, if Jesus 

Christ was what Christianity said He was, namely the 

God-man, then the man Jesus was Himself an image or 

icon of God. If Jesus in the flesh represented God, 

weren't we in a sense imitating Jesus when we made 

images of Him, His mother, and His saints? 

  

If Catholics of the eighth century could be seduced by 

iconoclasm, what seduces them today? The answer is 

sex -- but let me hasten to add that I don't mean sexual 

sin. Sexual sin has been around forever, and while it has 

seduced many Catholics from, say, their marriage vows, 

rarely has it seduced them from their religion. Often has 

it done quite the opposite. Having sinned, we seek 

God's forgiveness, and this has been found through our 

Catholic religion. 

No, it isn't sexual sin that seduces today's Catholics. 

What seduces them is the idea that many things once 

believed to be sinful are not really so. Those Catholics in 

the eighth century who lived close to the land of Islam 

came to believe that icons were bad. Likewise, those 

Catholics who today live close to the culture of 

secularism -- and who doesn't live close to it? -- come to 

believe that Catholicism is wrong, either entirely so or 

partially so, in its condemnation of all manner of sex-

connected sins: fornication, unmarried cohabitation, 

abortion, homosexuality, and so on. 

I don't mean that today's Catholics necessarily wish 

to engage in these activities. There are vast numbers of 

Catholics who would not dream of having an abortion 

or living together before marriage who are nonetheless 

reluctant to disapprove of these things. They might 

disapprove for themselves personally, but they don't 

want to disapprove of them for others. 

These Catholics are seduced by sex, yes. But even 

more, they are seduced by the idea of sexual 

tolerance. To be sexually tolerant seems to be so much 

more up-to-date, so much more enlightened, indeed 

so much more Christian (for didn't Christ tell us, "Judge 

not, that ye may not be judged"?). How like the eighth 

century, when being an iconoclast seemed so much 

more up-to-date, so much more tolerant, and so much 

more Christian.

 

David R. Carlin is the author of The Decline and Fall of 

the Catholic Church in America. He can be reached at 

drcarlin@hotmail.com. 

http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=277
http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=277
mailto:drcarlin@hotmail.com
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The Semi-Permeable Membranes of the Various Protestantisms 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

7/21/09

ne basic rule of thumb to understand in 

Catholic/Protestant conversations is that it is 

not the case that Catholics rely on Sacred 

Tradition and Protestants don't. Rather, Catholics (and 

by this I mean "educated Catholics speaking out of the 

Magisterial teaching of the Church") rely on Sacred 

Tradition and know they do, while Protestants rely on 

(parts) of Sacred Tradition and (usually) don't know they 

do. 

So, for instance, despite Paul's prescriptions 

(directed only at clergy of his day) that a man must be 

the husband of but one wife, nowhere in the text of 

Scripture is it made clear that Christian marriage must 

be monogamous for all (a fact that did not escape 

Luther or John Milton). Nowhere does Scripture spell 

out that the Holy Spirit is a person, much less the Third 

Person of the Blessed Trinity, consubstantial with the 

Father and the Son. Similarly, you will look in vain for 

instructions in Scripture on how to contract a valid 

marriage (unless you buy this list of "Top 10 Ways to 

Find a Wife, According to the Bible"): 

10. Find an attractive prisoner of war, bring her 

home, shave her head, trim her nails, and give her 

new clothes. Then she's yours (Dt 21:11-13). 

9. Find a prostitute and marry her (Hos 1:1-3). 

8. Find a man with seven daughters, and impress 

him by watering his flock (Moses, Ex 2:16-21). 

7. Purchase a piece of property, and get a woman as 

part of the deal (Boaz, Ru 4:5-10). 

6. Go to a party and hide. When the women come 

out to dance, grab one and carry her off to be your 

wife (Benjaminites, Jgs 21:19-25). 

5. Have God create a wife for you while you sleep 

(Adam, Gn 2:19-24). 

4. Kill any husband and take his wife (David, 2 Sm 

11). 

3. Cut 200 foreskins off of your future father-in-

law's enemies and get his daughter for a wife 

(David, 1 Sm 18:27). 

2. Even if no one is out there, just wander around a 

bit and you'll definitely find someone (Cain, Gn 

4:16-17). 

1. Don't be so picky. Make up for quality with 

quantity (Solomon, 1 Kgs 11:1-3). 

Of course, this doesn't really help much. The fact is, 

the Bible says "marriage is good" but gives us not one 

word of instruction on how to do it. That's because 

Scripture is not and never was intended to be the Big 

Book of Everything. And yet, of course, Protestants all 

over the world get married, believe in God the Holy 

Spirit, and have but one spouse because, as James 

Dobson says, God's plan is one man and one woman. 

How do they do this when Scripture is so unclear?  

Whether they realize it or not, they do it by 

accepting Sacred Tradition percolated to them from 

the Catholic Church through the Protestant tradition. 

It's the same way they know that the books of the 

Bible they accept are supposed to be books of the 

Bible. It's the same way they know that public 

revelation closed with the death of the apostles, even 

though Scripture is completely silent on the matter 

(Revelation 22:18-19 doesn't count since that passage 

refers to the Book of Revelation, not to the Bible, 

which was not fully collated -- and from which 

Revelation was sometimes excluded -- before the late 

fourth century).  

  

Retention of Catholic Sacred Tradition fragments has 

kept Protestantism in such sanity as it still possesses. 

O 

http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20090610025858AAa3kwc
http://famguardian.org/Subjects/FamilyLaw/Marriage/Marriage-JohnMilton.htm
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So when the Bible Answer Man appeals to "historic 

Christianity" in understanding what the Bible means, 

that's typically a good thing. He's appealing to Sacred 

Tradition and agreeing with the Church. It's Eupocrisy in 

action! 

However, in those places where Protestantism 

attempts to reject Catholic Sacred Tradition, the 

narrative suddenly and wrenchingly changes. Suddenly, 

the demand is made for nothing less than an explicit 

proof text from the Bible. It works like this: 

If a thing is condemned by the Church but 

permitted by the Protestant (say, gay marriage), the 

demand is for an explicit text forbidding it. ("Show me 

where Jesus said one word about not allowing gay 

marriage! That's just the Church imposing its purely 

human ideas on what Jesus came to say.")  

Conversely, if a thing is allowed by the Church but 

condemned by the Protestant, the demand is for an 

explicit text commanding it. ("Where in the Bible do you 

find anyone asking us to pray to dead people? That's 

just the Church imposing it's purely human ideas on 

what Jesus came to say.") 

Note how the terms of the argument shift to suit 

the "Heads I win, tails the Church loses" agenda. It's no 

longer good enough to say (as the Protestant generally 

does when, for instance, arguing for the divinity of the 

Holy Spirit), "Here are biblical passages which, taken 

together, point to the reality that the Holy Spirit is a 

Divine Person even though there is no text that says 

'The Holy Spirit is the third person of the Trinity.'" 

 

No, arguing from such obvious implication is out the 

window. In many circles, even a nearly algebraic piece 

of logic like  

1. Jesus is God. 

2. Mary is His Mother. 

3. Therefore, Mary is the Mother of God. 

 . . . gets rejected as "inbred reasoning" since Catholics 

can't produce the Bible verse that says explicitly, "Mary 

is the Mother of God." Suddenly, only direct, explicit 

testimony and instruction in legally watertight language 

will do.  

How this works on the ground can be seen 

everywhere. The Protestant who wants to permit 

abortion points out that there is no unequivocal 

commandment in either the Old or New Testament 

saying, "You shall not have an abortion," and evinces 

absolutely no interest in how the texts we do have 

("You shall not murder," for instance) have been 

universally read by the Church from the earliest times. 

Likewise, the Protestant who dogmatically rejects, say, 

prayer to the saints simply ignores you if you point to 

the fact that Scripture shows us that the dead (like 

Moses on the Mount of Transfiguration) are aware of 

what's happening on earth, that we are told that "we 

shall be like Christ" (who intercedes for us), that the 

Body of Christ is One (not split in two by death), and 

that the early Church understood all this to imply that 

we can ask prayers of the dead just as we ask them of 

the living. 

As remote as the flaky pro-choice Episcopalian and 

the starchy Bible-thumping Fundamentalist preacher 

may seem to be from each other, they share a deep 

commonality in the way they reject whatever aspect of 

Catholic teaching they dislike. From liberal to 

conservative, the argument proceeds: "Unless the 

Bible explicitly commands what I forbid or forbids what 

I want to do, then the Catholic teaching I dislike is 

'unbiblical.'" (Of course, the word "Bible" is not 

unbiblical -- even though it also never appears in 

Scripture -- because the word "Bible" is a fragment of 

extra-biblical Christian tradition generally acceptable 

to Protestants.) 

Indeed all the various forms of Protestantism have 

this (and only this) one feature in common. They may 

differ on Mary or baptism or the divinity of Jesus or 

even the existence of God (if you include Unitarians as 

a particularly robust form of Protestantism that has 

jettisoned more of Catholic teaching than its 

predecessors). But they all agree on erecting semi-

permeable membranes in which some (but not all) 

http://www.mark-shea.com/eupocrisy.html
http://www.galaxie.com/article.php?article_id=3577
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elements of Sacred Tradition are allowed through 

(different bits for different groups).  

 Those elements that are allowed through are called 

"the witness of historic Christianity" or "the clear 

implication of Scripture" or "the obviously reasonable 

position." Those not allowed through are called "human 

tradition" or "myths" or "the unbiblical teachings of 

Rome" or "relics of patriarchy" or "ancient superstition" 

(even when they are the obvious testimony and practice 

of all the apostolic communions in the world since the 

beginning of the Church.) Finally, to the filtered-in 

elements of real apostolic theological and moral 

teaching are stapled sundry human traditions like sola 

scriptura or some theory about predestinarianism or 

the "perspicuity of Scripture" or the need to speak in 

tongues or (in the past) the curse on Canaan as a 

biblical basis for American chattel slavery or (more 

recently) the glories of homosexuality or abortion. 

 

Of course, as history goes on and at least some sectors 

in Protestantism allow the centrifugal force of Private 

Judgment to move them further and further from both 

Sacred Tradition and (inevitably, given the logic) Sacred 

Scripture as well, you reach a point where appeals to 

Scripture as an authority in debate don't matter, since 

Scripture is, after all, simply the written aspect of 

Tradition. Sooner or later, it occurs to people trending 

away from acceptance of Apostolic Tradition to ask, "If 

I've rejected everything else the Church says, why 

should I care about its 'holy' writings? I can find a 

hundred German theologians who say of the supposed 

'word of God' what I've been saying of 'Sacred Tradition' 

all along." 

For the present, many (graying) Evangelicals still 

retain a deep reverence for the sacred writings of Holy 

Church (though there are some signs that the itch to 

deconstruct Scripture will wreak enormous damage 

among those who come to clearly face the choice 

between the pole in Protestantism that seeks the 

Apostolic Tradition and the pole that seeks to keep 

deconstructing until nothing, including Scripture, is left). 

For those still in this betwixt-and-between stage, 

who reverence Scripture and have this conflicted grasp 

of an Apostolic Tradition coming to them through a 

semi-permeable membrane, what is needed is a 

paradigm shift: the realization first of the shell game 

that is played in order to filter out Catholic traditions 

according to the preferences of the particular 

Protestant tradition one adheres to and, second, a 

willingness to acknowledge the possibility that when 

this is honestly done, it will be found that no Catholic 

doctrine -- none whatsoever --actually contradicts 

Scripture and that all that is essential in Scripture is 

also essential in Catholic teaching.  

That's a terrifying prospect if one has accepted any 

of the various myths by which the sundry 

Protestantisms justify the rejection of whichever bits 

of Catholic teaching they reject. All the myths -- 

ranging from "I listen only to the Bible alone and not to 

the traditions of men!" to "I accept Tradition within 

reason, except that church tradition is never accepted 

as equal in authority to canonical Scripture; it is always 

subject to revision provided a scriptural basis can be 

found" -- are equally doomed if that turns out to be so, 

which is why those committed to the sundry 

Protestant schemas require not new information but 

an alteration of the will: a willingness to consider the 

possibility that there is no conflict between Catholic 

Tradition and Scripture and that every apparent 

conflict is just that -- apparent and not real.  

Once that possibility is squarely faced and 

accepted, the argument for receiving all of Sacred 

Tradition rather than simply the bits you like can 

naturally follow in a rather reasonable way. But first, 

the membrane(s) must go. 

 

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.kxmb.com/getForumPost.asp?ArticleId=116683
http://www.kxmb.com/getForumPost.asp?ArticleId=116683
http://www.amazon.com/Noahs-Curse-Biblical-Justification-American/dp/0195142799
http://www.amazon.com/Noahs-Curse-Biblical-Justification-American/dp/0195142799
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/faith/article6707029.ece
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/apr/09040205.html
http://www.google.com/search?q=Bart+Ehrman&rls=com.microsoft:en-us:IE-Address&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8&sourceid=ie7&rlz=1I7GGLG_en
http://www.catholicexchange.com/
http://markshea.blogspot.com/
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Magicians Trapped Inside Monkeys 
John Zmirak | Column 

7/22/09

he University of Chicago has just announced 

that its students are not, in fact, humans, but 

magicians trapped inside of monkeys. The Windy 

City dons are not alone in believing this about the bright 

young things who crowd its halls at the estimated cost 

of $52,298 per year. Many other equally prestigious and 

pricey schools adopt the same core principle and 

enshrine it in their policies.  

Now, they don't say this in so many words. But 

that's what U. Chicago meant when it announced that 

men and women as young as 17 could share the same 

dorm rooms. The Chicago Sun-Times reported on July 6 

that the school is making its dorms bisexual, in order to 

accommodate "transgender" students who "identify 

with the opposite sex."   

One dogma of academic feminism states that 

"gender" is not determined by the structure of 

particular organs that reproduce the species. Gender is 

a "social construction" so complicated that its study 

requires thousands of scholars grinding out jargon-

laden tomes at schools across the country, while 

graduate students teach their classes. Gender is the 

product of patriarchal religious and economic structures 

that force women to nurture their infants instead of 

becoming hockey players and create the illusion that 

heterosexuality is somehow the biological norm of 

human behavior. (They call this ugly prejudice 

"heteronormativity.") 

"Gender" is not a fact of life but an ideological 

figment from which an individual may dissent. Your 

body may have popped out equipped with testicles and 

a penis. Does that mean you're male? Let's question 

that patriarchal assumption. How do you feel about 

your equipment? Do you like the touch of silk against 

your skin and crave a warm cup of tea, a Persian cat, 

and a nice Jane Austen novel? Then you might be a 

woman trapped inside the body of a man. Doctors will 

offer you hormones, counseling, and surgery to carve 

up your body to match your mind. The magician makes 

the decisions, then takes his monkey suit to the tailor 

for alterations. 

Until recently, psychologists treated such "gender 

confusion" as an illness and helped patients mold their 

cognitions to match the realities dangling from their 

abdomens. But now we know better and realize that 

man is neither social nor an animal. He is a spirit that 

transcends biology and society -- a kind of wizard, 

whose mere flesh modern, magical medicine can mold 

to suit his preferences. As Michael Jackson proved, 

only in America can a poor but talented young black 

man grow up to become a rich white woman.  

Those who undergo full-bore "gender 

reassignment" can suffer severe health problems from 

ripping up their plumbing and taking massive steroids. 

But at least they followed their dream.  

  

Myself, I want to enroll at U. Chicago and announce 

that I'm a lion. I'll insist on living naked in a habitat on 

campus and eating ten pounds of raw antelope flesh a 

day. Isn't species just another social construct? 

Some say it might be distracting to have two sexes 

in a dorm room or sharing bathrooms (as we did and 

they still do at Yale). The innovators really can't 

answer, because they find sex too confusing. By 

dumping horny teens in the same boudoirs, they assert 

that sex is irrelevant and students are disembodied 

intellects. There are no intrinsic distinctions between 

the sexes -- so varying test scores in science must stem 

from sexism.  

But these experts can't make up their minds. At 

other times, they act as if sex infuses everything, so we 

need elaborate "gender studies" programs and 

punitive codes to control activities like flirting. Oops, I 

meant to say "sexual harassment," defined as 

T 

http://www.suntimes.com/news/education/1653231,CST-NWS-mixedsex06.article
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/jun/09062404.html
http://www.firstthings.com/article/2009/02/surgical-sex--35
http://www.firstthings.com/article/2009/02/surgical-sex--35
http://www.flickr.com/photos/thinkvegan/68456965/
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"unwelcome" romantic overtures. Some men complain 

that it's hard to know if such overtures are welcome 

before you make them -- by which point it's too late, 

and you may already be in trouble with the dean. You 

might have run into that same dean at your college's 

latest sex festival -- like the one held every year by 

Oberlin College, which includes elaborate lessons on 

"safe S&M." Some schools think it best you relieve your 

"tensions" by yourself, with the help of the 

pornography it distributes. Wesleyan offers quite a 

substantial selection, including such titles as Dress Up 

for Daddy and Goat Boy and the Potato Chip Ritual.  

What Wesleyan does not endorse, though, is the 

use of "sexist" pronouns. In a university-wide memo the 

student-run Wesleyan Trans/Gender Group demanded 

that students replace he/she/him/her with  

ze (subjective) and hir (objective and possessive). 

For example, "I was talking to my friend Kris earlier. 

Ze told me that hir paper was due tomorrow, and it 

was stressing hir out." Some students prefer to be 

referred to with gender neutral pronouns, and 

many students prefer to use gender neutral 

pronouns in papers instead of the universal he. 

Who says that American colleges aren't focused on 

teaching the basics?  

Those of you seeking schools that accept a more 

traditional vision of man -- minus the magical monkeys -

- should check out the guide I edit, which covers 

traditionally minded and faithfully Catholic colleges, 

alongside the usual suspects. Share the book with your 

college-age son or daughter. Ze will thank you for 

giving hir all the facts.  

 

John Zmirak is editor-in-chief of Choosing the Right 

College, and Writer in Residence at Thomas More 

College of the Liberal Arts in New Hampshire.  

http://www.amazon.com/Shorts-Vermont-Bear-Film-Festival/dp/B000QBW7KO
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1935191608/ref=s9_simz_gw_s1_p14_i1?pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd_s=center-2&pf_rd_r=1N7NT7GGQ5JFMZX608SB&pf_rd_t=101&pf_rd_p=470938631&pf_rd_i=507846
http://www.collegeguide.org/
http://www.collegeguide.org/
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1942 

Rev. George W. Rutler | Column 

7/22/09

or a few years now I have been writing, under 

the title "Cloud of Witnesses," brief 

reminiscences of dead people I knew when they 

were alive. I stopped at 50, and in the very short time it 

took to assemble them for a book, there were another 

five to be added to the list. The fact that there are more 

dead people now than there used to be is irrefutable, 

even to the narcissist, but some of the living people I 

know act as though this were not a fact but a curious 

factoid -- rather like the seven-year-old altar boy who 

was incredulous when I told him that I had once been 

seven. 

Besides the fascination of individual biography, 

there is mankind's collective biography known as 

history. One school of historians makes a plausible case 

for understanding history as nothing but biography. It 

certainly is a more interesting approach than economic 

or political history, and one would be hard pressed to 

imagine economics without real people selling goods, or 

politics without real people selling themselves. 

As a boy, I'd spend rainy afternoons in my 

grandmother's basement, reading bound volumes of 

Life magazine back to its first issue from November 23, 

1936, which featured items about a one-legged 

mountain climber and Helen Hayes. The second issue 

included paintings by Adolf Hitler and a passing mention 

of his deal to supply machinery to Japan. The volumes 

stopped at the end of 1942. By then, all my uncles who 

collected the magazines had enlisted and were in some 

of the war scenes readers at home only saw in 

photographs or on the weekly "News of the World" 

segments in the movie theaters. From then on, history 

to me was personal, whether reported by Herodotus or 

Henry Luce. 

I have recently been left a cache of weekly church 

journals and newspaper reports from 1942 (given me by 

one of the subjects of my "Cloud of Witnesses" 

columns), which was among the most chaotic years in 

the biography of man. It began with the Japanese 

invasion of the Philippines and the simultaneous 

German assault on North Africa. The "Final Solution" to 

the "Jewish question" was plotted at Grossen Wannsee, 

MacArthur left Corregidor, the Bataan Death March 

began, Laval declared Vichy a German ally, the blitz 

started over England in full force, German submarines 

tried to sabotage Long Island and New York City 

(causing my mother and some lady friends to join an 

ambulance brigade in anticipation of an invasion of 

New Jersey), the U.S.-Soviet lend-lease agreement was 

signed, the Allied convoys to Murmansk and Archangel 

were launched (with personnel including my father), 

the Germans attacked Stalingrad, the Australians 

advanced on El Alamein, and the first nuclear chain 

reaction was set off on a squash court at the University 

of Chicago. 

Of immediate interest to my clerical eyes in these 

dusty cuttings are the transcripts of Vatican Radio 

broadcasts, the sermons of bishops in beleaguered 

countries, papal messages to the conflicted nations, 

and the obituaries of churchmen who had no time to 

think of themselves as heroes. For the next few 

monthly columns, I hope to crib and quote from these 

dispatches, to revive dormant memories, and inform 

younger minds vacant of such memories. The year 

1942 had more glaring villains and shining saints than 

almost any other year. It might help to repair some 

wrong things that have been said about Catholic 

witness in that crucible of the modern age. At least I 

shall have a chance to regress to my boyhood in 

Grandma's basement, where she kept a framed copy 

of John McCrae's poem "In Flanders Fields" from the 

earlier Great War, which was supposed to end all wars, 

and in which her two brothers were killed at Ypres. 

Those two wars were, in a sense, one. On July 18 

of this year, Henry Allingham died in England at the 

age of 113, a last survivor of the million of his 
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countrymen who died in World War I; he saw the Battle 

of Jutland and was too old to serve in World War II. The 

distance from 1942 back to the end of World War I was 

no longer than we are from the introduction of the first 

version of Windows by the Microsoft Corporation. But 

the common biography of those who were at 

Thermopylae and Agincourt and Verdun and Pearl 

Harbor blots out distance altogether, if only we manage 

to stay human. 

 

The Rev. George W. Rutler is the pastor of the Church of 

our Saviour in New York City. His latest book, A Crisis of 

Saints: The Call to Heroic Faith in an Unheroic World, 

2nd edition, is available from the Crossroad Publishing 

Company. 

http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824525256/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824525256/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824525256/insidecatcom-20
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Catholic Schools Are Saving New Orleans' Children 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

7/23/09
Catholics Teach the Children of New Orleans 

ince the Katrina disaster, the schools of the 

Archdiocese of New Orleans have swelled to 

double the enrollment of the local public schools -

- 40,000 to 20,000. Rev. Neal McDermott, O.P., 

superintendent of the Catholic schools, told me 

yesterday that the archdiocese is facing a financial 

crunch when the $10 million in Catholic Charities 

money, allocated in 2006 to help the schools following 

the hurricane, runs out.  

"Beginning in June 2010, we will have to find 

$700,000 a year to replace those funds," he said. (Gov. 

Bobby Jindal eased some of the financial burden by 

getting a voucher bill passed for kindergarten through 

fourth grade.) 

Since all the public schools in New Orleans have 

been officially pronounced "failing," parents have been 

moving their children to charter schools and private 

schools, but above all to Catholic schools, where 60 

percent of the 40,000 students are non-Catholic.  

This past spring the Catholic high schools graduated 

2,785 seniors, with an amazing 96 percent being 

admitted into college and another 2 percent into the 

military. That compares with a 40 percent graduation 

rate in the public schools. "We teach students from the 

same neighborhood as the public schools, but we act in 

loco parentis, because many of these children get little 

supervision or food at home," Father McDermott 

explains. The Catholic schools provide their students 

breakfast, lunch, a snack, and afternoon supervision so 

that homework is completed before the students go 

home.  

Father McDermott had to consolidate a number of 

"central schools" in the inner city to accommodate the 

demand for Catholic education. One of the 

archdiocesan schools is the Cathedral Academy in the 

French Quarter, where five Nashville Dominicans are 

teaching. These five sisters walked through the streets 

of the Quarter recruiting students, including some from 

a cruise ship docked in the harbor, where the families of 

firemen and other service personnel were living after 

the floods.  

"The sisters are applauded wherever they go," 

Father McDermott told me. 

ǅ ǅ ǅ 

Speaking of the Nashville Dominicans . . . 

The sisters praised by Father McDermott are the 

Dominican Sisters of St. Cecilia in Nashville. These 

Sisters of St. Dominic are among a relative handful of 

women religious who are revitalizing Catholic schools 

with teaching sisters. The Nashville order is almost 150 

years old but has undergone a remarkable burst of 

growth in the past 20 years. As reported by the 

Catholic News Agency, there are 230 Nashville 

Dominicans serving in 34 schools around the country, 

as well as some in Australia, at the invitation of George 

Cardinal Pell. Their remarkable growth continues, with 

45 sisters in their initial formation program and even 

more expected in the fall. On Friday, a Mass will be 

celebrated to "witness the Religious Profession of 

Perpetual Vows" of sisters at the Cathedral of the 

Incarnation in Nashville. Last year, in 2008, eleven 

sisters made final vows. 

Talking about the young women entering the 

community, Sr. Mary Emily, vocations director, told 

CNA, "They could have successful careers, and if called, 

would make beautiful wives and mothers. These 

women are healthy, wholesome, bright, and idealistic. 

Yet they have heard the call to follow Christ, and they 

are answering it. . . . These young women are women 

in-love."  

This description of the sisters from their vocations 

director rings true to anyone who has had the chance 

S 

http://www.anocs.org/
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/06/12/us/12lousiana.html
http://www.anocs.org/central_schools.php
http://www.cathedralacademyno.org/
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6180&Itemid=80#mce_temp_url%23
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=16215
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6180&Itemid=80#mce_temp_url%23
http://www.nashvillecathedral.com/
http://www.nashvillecathedral.com/
http://www.dioceseofnashville.com/profession.htm
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to experience the vitality of their community, or anyone 

who has encountered their work in places like New 

Orleans; Dumfries, Virginia; or Columbia, South 

Carolina. 

ǅ ǅ ǅ 

The Catholic Leadership Conference Celebrates Vitality 

in the Church 

Promoting and celebrating "vitality" in the Church in the 

face of "cultural hostility" will be the theme of the 12th-

annual Catholic Leadership Conference over September 

10-11 in Orlando, Florida. "CLC has invited speakers 

who epitomize the kind of vitality needed throughout 

our Church," says Bud Hansen, a founding member of 

the steering committee. Bishop Thomas Wenski will 

welcome the meeting of Church leaders from around 

the country by celebrating Mass at the National Shrine 

of Mary, Queen of the Universe, with Rev. Frank 

Pavone, national director of Priests for Life, 

concelebrating.  

At the dinner that evening, popular Fox news 

commentator Rev. Jonathan Morris will talk about his 

experience as a priest in the mainstream media. Patrick 

Reilly, president of the Cardinal Newman Society, who 

played a leading role in protesting the award given by 

Notre Dame to President Barack Obama, will offer an 

overview of the controversy and its impact. And popular 

Catholic blogger Thomas Peters, of the American Papist, 

will brief the conference on the importance of Catholic 

media online.  

The direct impact of the Obama presidency on the 

parish will be the subject of the talk by Rev. Jerry 

Pokorsky, a priest of the diocese of Arlington, Virginia, 

and a well-known commentator on EWTN. Maggie 

Gallagher, president of the Institute for Marriage and 

Family, will describe how she helped lead the fight to 

pass Proposition 8 in California. Father Pavone will 

celebrate the closing Mass, and former Sen. Rick 

Santorum will discuss his view of "Five Ways to 

Revitalize our Church."  

(Contact Liz Kenny at clconference@aol.comfor 

conference information.) 

 

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.jpthegreat.org/
http://www.stmarysgreenville.org/stmarysschool.html
http://www.stmarysgreenville.org/stmarysschool.html
mailto:clconference@aol.com
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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Chesterton and Lewis for Beginners 
David Mills | Column 

7/24/09

lmost 75 years after the death of G. K. 

Chesterton and 45 years after the death of C. S. 

Lewis, millions continue to read them as guides 

and gurus. New readers will pick up a book, or even just 

an essay or two, and become lifelong fans and 

devotees. These portly, homely, undramatic men are 

still the bookish Christian's rock stars. 

Their new readers, having become fans, excitedly 

look up the lists of their books -- and stop dead. There's 

just too much to read, and too little time, and some of 

those books look like slow going. Chesterton wrote 

more than 100 books, Lewis more than 50, including the 

posthumous collections of essays, letters, and diaries. 

The fan suddenly becomes an investor, who is 

balancing his love of the writer with the cost in time and 

energy that reading him will require. He may even begin 

looking for a discount, knock-off version on the 

bestseller shelves at the Christian bookstore. These he 

can find in abundance, though often they're on the 

bestseller shelves partly because their thought is not as 

rich or deep, and therefore as difficult, as Chesterton's 

and Lewis's. 

So here are Beginner's Reading Lists for the two 

writers. The lists are not intended to include every 

insight or even every important subject they covered, 

and in fact they leave out some of my own favorite 

works. These men wrote so much, and so cleverly, that 

some of the choices are nearly arbitrary, in the sense 

that several other books would have done as well. (The 

lists include only non-fiction books, but at the end of 

each, I've included a few works of their fiction that put 

their thinking into a story.) 

I followed three rules when compiling the lists: First, 

each should include no more than seven books. The 

reader I have in mind actually reads, and will put in the 

time to understand a writer of this quality, but even he 

has his limits. These are writers you want to read, if you 

like them; they pull you through the book, and if you 

stop to reread a passage, you do so not to figure out 

what the writer meant but to ponder his argument or 

insight. But even seven is an optimistic number of books 

by one author to expect anyone to read. 

Second, the lists focus on books that express the 

author's mind or imagination or worldview and engage 

cultural and religious subjects.  

Third, the result of reading the books should be a 

knowledge of the man and not just his writings. The 

reader should not only know what the writer had said 

about X, but should be able to guess with some 

confidence what he would say about Y. 

Here are my suggestions. The books are listed in 

the order I suggest they be read. 

  

G. K. Chesterton  

¶ Autobiography. Published in the last year of 

Chesterton's life (1936), this winsome 

introduction to the man and his mindoffers 

less a record of his life than a reflection on the 

world through selected events and people. 

Those interested in his Catholicism will want to 

read his short book The Catholic Church and 

Conversion, as well as the essay collections The 

Thing and The Well and the Shallows.  

¶ Heretics. A collection of essays on his 

contemporaries, like Shaw and Kipling, and 

their characteristic errors, which, for the most 

part, happen to be the characteristic errors of 

our contemporaries. The introductory and 

concluding chapters "on the importance of 

orthodoxy" should certainly be read, but some 

of the others may be skipped, since 

A 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586170716/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586170732/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586170732/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586171267/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/159456972X/insidecatcom-20
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understanding them can depend on a 

knowledge of their long-forgotten subjects. 

¶ Orthodoxy. One of Chesterton's two greatest 

works, it argues for Christianity through his 

unfolding discovery that it answered all the 

questions the world presented him. Some 

people find the book hard to read, because 

following the way his mind works is almost like 

learning a new language, but they should 

persevere. (An earlier work, The Blatchford 

Controversies, contained in Vol. 1 of Ignatius 

Press's uniform edition, provides a good short 

introduction and summary of the arguments of 

this book and Heretics.) 

¶ St. Thomas Aquinas. Not a very useful 

biography, but a revealing study and a book 

worth reading even if you don't read St. Thomas 

-- and if you do, it's very helpful in 

understanding what all that formal theology 

was about. The book is also known as The Dumb 

Ox. 

¶ The Everlasting Man. The other of Chesterton's 

two greatest works, and the one written after 

he became a Catholic, this book reads history as 

a preparation for and then a working out of the 

Incarnation -- working out not only in the 

Christian West but in response to Eastern 

philosophies and cultures as well, including 

Islam. 

¶ What's Wrong with the World. One of 

Chesterton's many works of social analysis, 

chosen as probably the most comprehensive, 

and one in which he combines criticism with his 

description of the ideal, especially for the 

family. 

¶ Charles Dickens: A Critical Study. An early work, 

written between Heretics and Orthodoxy, and 

not exactly a religious work, but one that 

reveals a lot about his thinking, Dickens being 

such a sympathetic subject for him. 

¶ Fiction: Here the list is even more arbitrary, 

because so many of Chesterton's novels are of 

the same sort and quality. It includes The 

Innocence of Father Brown and The Wisdom of 

Father Brown, the first two volumes of the 

Father Brown stories, though the other three 

volumes are also engaging; Manalive, the story 

of a man whose apparently criminal acts reveal 

much about the world; The Flying Inn, an 

entertaining view of a Prohibitionist and 

Islamified England; and his Collected Poems. I 

haven't included The Man Who Was Thursday, 

thinking it an overrated work that appeals to 

many because they can read so much into it 

(this is a minority opinion). 

  

C. S. Lewis 

¶ Surprised by Joy. Lewis's autobiography, 

written in his mid-50s, which is not only a 

winsome introduction to the man but an 

indirect exposition of his way of seeing the 

world. 

¶ God in the Dock: Essays on Theology and 

Ethics. A posthumous collection of 48 articles 

and essays and a few letters to the editor. It is 

mostly a kind of applied or occasional 

theology, in the sense that Lewis expresses his 

insight and learning in responding to various 

ethical, apologetic, evangelistic, and cultural 

problems. 

¶ The Problem of Pain or Miracles. Lewis's most 

"academic" books and the slowest-going for 

the average reader, but books that clearly and 

systematically lay out his thinking on God's 

relation to the world. 

¶ The Screwtape Letters. Lewis's innovative 

collection of letters from a senior devil to his 

incompetent nephew, a book that offers many 

striking and usually convicting insights into the 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1595478728/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0755100255/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/160459246X/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1406510076/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1110104413/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1602068984/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1602068984/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1600964273/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1600964273/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1603862110/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/160520319X/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0375757910/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0151001855/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0802808689/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0802808689/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060652969/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060653019/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060652896/insidecatcom-20
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nature of evil, not only in man but in society. It 

is a book often imitated, but never well. 

¶ The Abolition of Man. A very short book, 

originally a series of lectures, shrewdly 

analyzing the ways in which modern man 

rejects Man and presenting the classical and 

Christian alternative. It is a genuinely prophetic 

work. 

¶ The Four Loves. Lewis's exposition of the four 

different kinds of love and the challenges we 

face in loving others. Letters from Malcolm: 

Chiefly on Prayer, one of Lewis's last books, 

could have gone in this place, as an example of 

Lewis's devotional insight. 

¶ Selected Literary Essays. A posthumous volume, 

it contains his famous lecture De Descriptione 

Temporum, an excellent short guide to his 

understanding of Western history it covers a 

great diversity of other subjects, from Austen to 

Kipling to psychoanalysis and literary criticism. 

It's not overtly religious, but his engagement 

with these subjects says much about his mind. 

Some readers will have noted the absence of Mere 

Christianity. It is not included because, as good as it is as 

a description of and argument for traditional 

Christianity, it is not the most revealing of his particular 

way of thinking -- though readers may disagree. 

Fiction: The Magician's Nephew and The Last Battle, 

the last two books of the Narnia Chronicles and the 

most "adult" of the seven, which I think became deeper 

and more fruitful for reflection as they went along; That 

Hideous Strength, the third book of his Space Trilogy 

and a fictionalized version of his Abolition of Man 

(though fans are divided on the subject of which book in 

the trio is the best); and Till We Have Faces, his 

exploration of questions of identity and of redemption 

through Greek myth.  

  

The Others 

Chesterton and Lewis are the major but not the only 

rock stars for the bookish Christian. We were blessed 

in the last century with many writers of great 

intellectual and verbal gifts who wrote the same kind 

of synthetic and accessible works. In particular: Hilaire 

Belloc, Christopher Dawson, Graham Greene (at a 

certain period of his life), Ronald Knox, Malcolm 

Muggeridge, Flannery O'Connor, Walker Percy, 

Dorothy Sayers, J. R. R. Tolkien, Evelyn Waugh, and 

Charles Williams. 

One of the great advantages of the Internet is the 

opportunities it allows for collaboration. With that in 

mind, what selections do readers recommend for a 

Beginner's Reading List for these writers? What 

changes or modifications for the lists for Chesterton 

and Lewis? 

 

David Mills's book Discovering Mary: Questions and 

Answers about the Mother of God will be published by 

Servant in late July. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060652942/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B002ECETRW/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0521296803/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060652888/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060652888/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060530847/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0064409414/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0743234928/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0743234928/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060652942/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0156904365/insidecatcom-20
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Beautiful Girls 
Kate Wicker | Column 

7/24/09

hen my oldest daughter was almost three, 

she was busy coloring a fairy's hair when 

she announced, "Look, Mommy. I'm making 

her ugly." 

I looked at the dainty fairy and didn't see anything 

ugly about her. "What do you mean?" 

"I'm coloring her hair grey. Grey hair is ugly." Sure 

enough, the sprite's hair was the color of a gray storm 

cloud.  

"Why do you think grey hair is ugly?" I asked, my 

mind spinning. Where did she come up with that? I'd 

been vigilant about her media diet, and both of the 

grandmas in her life were not ones to complain about 

wrinkles, grey hair, or any other harbinger of old age. 

She shrugged her shoulders. "I don't know. It just 

is." As in, is ugly.  

I never quite figured out where she got this idea, 

but should I really have been surprised? Long before 

our children even learn to read, they're surrounded by 

images that exalt youth, beauty, and thinness. 

More recently, I was plopping food down at the 

grocery checkout when I noticed one of my daughters 

staring at a decadent chocolate cake chunk on some 

popular women's magazine. Immediately next to the 

ooey-gooey deliciousness -- dubbed a "slice of heaven" -

- was a popular movie star sporting a skimpy bikini.  

"Doesn't that look good, Mommy?" my daughter 

said, thankfully pointing to the piece of cake and not 

the super-slim movie star. 

It did, but I couldn't help but wonder what kind of 

message even the magazine rack at the grocery store is 

sending our children and everybody else. "Find your 

slice of heaven in a piece of cake! Then, exercise 

obsessively to burn all that fat off so you can look like 

this!" 

 "Diet Secrets of the Stars." "Lose Ten Pounds in a 

Week." "Miracle Wrinkle Cream Erases Crow's Feet." 

The headlines rotate, but the theme remains the same: 

If you lose those last five, ten, fifteen, or twenty-plus 

pounds, embrace a starlet's measurements and beauty 

routine, and stop aging in its tracks, you'll be happier. 

The mantra "age before beauty" no longer makes any 

sense at all. Instead, it's youth, beauty, and a svelte 

body before anything else -- including God. 

So what's a girl to do? 

  

Here's what I did as a young woman: I caved into the 

societal pressure to be thin. I stopped eating. I started 

running every single day: six miles -- no less, but 

sometimes more, rain or shine. I endured a stress 

fracture. I worshipped the gods of thinness. I bought 

into the media's unrealistic ideal. I started looking at 

myself through a distorted mirror and completely 

disregarded the idea that I was made in the image of 

God, not the media. It was like being trapped in a 

carnival's funny house; every mirror reflection twisted 

and distorted the way I saw myself. I was never thin or 

pretty enough. Even when what snowballed into a 

clinical eating disorder was reined in, the scale -- 

instead of my God -- was too often a barometer for my 

self-worth.  

Maybe that's why I've told my husband that I hope 

our three daughters grow up to be plain, or maybe 

even cute, but not beautiful. I've seen too many 

unhappy, beautiful girls to think it's something women 

should want. The throngs of Hollywood glamour 

queens spring immediately to mind -- the women who 

seem to have it all and end up in drug rehab programs 

or in an endless game of marriage roulette or with 
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eating disorders. It's too exhausting to maintain beauty. 

Once you have it (or society says you do), you cling to it, 

thinking it's all you've got. Once you hit a size 0, you 

think that's where you have to stay to be anything. 

Looking back, I find it ironic that the size 0 was the Holy 

Grail of clothing sizes for me: Fitting into "skinny" jeans 

made me feel like I was important, even though that 

number means an absence of everything. 

I want my girls to be something other than a zero, 

to see that their self-worth is much deeper than a 

clothing size or a number on a scale. And I don't want 

them idolizing beauty. I want them to pursue health, 

not flawless looks or a perfect body. If God blesses them 

with loveliness, I want them to be grateful but to 

remember that it's what's beyond that skin that's really 

important -- their passions, their brains, their sensitivity, 

and most importantly, their souls.  

I certainly don't want them gobbling up the 

delicious eye-candy in the media and thinking that 

looking like a model is what will make them happy or 

beautiful. 

  

But there is one beautiful woman I'd love for them to 

imitate: Our Blessed Mother. 

  

I've always had a special devotion to Mary. Even as 

a child I often slept with a rosary for comfort. I've 

always seen her as beautiful. But it's not because Mary 

wears fashionable clothes, has lustrous hair and 

flawless skin, or the body of a siren. It's because her 

soul -- her entire being -- proclaims the greatness of the 

Lord. She's what every woman should strive to be: 

pious, humble, gentle but strong, and blessed.  

My same child who gave the fairy "ugly" hair was 

once gazing up at a statue of Our Lady when she said, 

"Mommy, isn't she pretty?" 

"Yes," I said. She's the most beautiful woman in 

the world. 

So I stand corrected: I do want my girls to be 

beautiful. As beautiful and lovely and worthy of roses 

as Mary. Because it's the kind of beauty Our Lady 

possesses that just might -- as Dostoyevsky said beauty 

could do -- save the world. 

 

Kate Wicker writes for a variety of secular and faith-

based publications and is the health columnist for Faith 

& Family magazine. Visit her blog at KateWicker.com. 

http://www.faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.katewicker.com/
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The Myth of Religious Tolerance  
Rev. Thomas D. Williams, L.C. | Classic 

7/17/09 

he vehement, sometimes acrimonious debates 

that accompanied the drafting of the Vatican II 

declaration on religious freedom, Dignitatis 

Humanae, yielded an exceptionally precise and carefully 

worded document. Noteworthy in the 5,700-word 

declaration is the absence of even a single reference to 

religious "tolerance" or "toleration." 

The choice of religious "freedom" or "liberty" as the 

proper category for discussion and the exclusion of 

"tolerance" flies in the face of the societal trend to deal 

with church-state issues in terms of religious tolerance. 

As one notable example, along with the 40th 

anniversary of Dignitatis Humanae, 2005 also marked 

the tenth anniversary of the United Nations' "Year for 

Tolerance." Back in early 1995, Federico Mayor, 

director-general of UNESCO, made the following 

remarks in New York:  

Fighting intolerance takes both state action and 

individual responsibility. Governments must adhere 

to the international standards for human rights, 

must ban and punish hate crimes and discrimination 

against all vulnerable groups, must ensure equal 

access to justice and equal opportunity for all. 

Individuals must become tolerance teachers within 

their own families and communities. We must get 

to know our neighbors and the cultures and the 

religions that surround us in order to achieve an 

appreciation for diversity. Education for tolerance is 

the best investment we can make in our own future 

security. 

If the umbrella of tolerance necessarily covers hate 

crime legislation and "appreciation for diversity," with 

all that has come to signify, these remarks may well give 

pause. In modern discourse tolerance is never just 

tolerance; and even if it were, it would hardly present 

the best category for describing attitudes toward 

religion. Rather, we would do well to heed the wisdom 

of the Council Fathers regarding the true meaning of 

religious freedom. 

  

Why Tolerance Isn't Enough 

Religion is a good to be embraced and defended -- not 

an evil to be put up with. No one speaks of tolerating 

chocolate pudding or a spring walk in the park. By 

speaking of religious "tolerance," we make religion an 

unfortunate fact to be borne -- like noisy neighbors 

and crowded buses -- not a blessing to be celebrated. 

Our modern ideas of religious tolerance sprang 

from the European Enlightenment. A central tenet of 

this movement was the notion of progress, understood 

as the overcoming of the ignorance of superstition and 

religion to usher in the age of reason and science. In 

the words of Voltaire, "Philosophy, the sister of 

religion, has disarmed the hands that superstition had 

so long stained with blood; and the human mind, 

awakening from its intoxication, is amazed at the 

excesses into which fanaticism had led it." 

Since religion was the primary cause of conflict and 

war, the argument went, peace could only be achieved 

through a lessening of people's passion for religion and 

commitment to specific doctrines. As Voltaire wrote in 

his Treatise on Toleration, "The less we have of dogma, 

the less dispute; the less we have of dispute, the less 

misery." Toward this stated end, many mechanisms 

were put into play, among them the selection of 

proper words to modify people's views on religion. 

The language of tolerance was first proposed to 

describe the attitude that confessional states, such as 

Anglican England and Catholic France, should adopt 

toward Christians of other persuasions (though no 

mention was made of tolerance for non-Christian 

faiths). The assumption was that the state had 

recognized a certain confession as "true" and put up 
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with other practices and beliefs as a concession to those 

in error. This led, however, to the employment of 

tolerance language toward religion. The philosophes 

would downplay or even ridicule religion in the firm 

belief that it would soon disappear altogether. Thus, 

separation of church and state becomes separation of 

public life and religious belief. Religion was excluded 

from public conversation and relegated strictly to the 

intimacy of home and chapel. Religious tolerance is a 

myth, but a myth imposed by an anti-religious 

intellectual elite. 

This "tolerant" mentality is especially problematic 

when applied in non-confessional countries -- such as 

the United States -- where an attitude of tolerance is 

not that of the state religion toward unsanctioned 

creeds, but of a non-confessional secular state toward 

religion itself. Language of religious toleration of 

Christianity in Saudi Arabia would be a marked 

improvement over present conditions, and consistent 

with a confessional Muslim state's belief that 

Christianity is a false religion. In a non-confessional 

state, such language is more pernicious.  

Dignitatis Humanae, on the contrary, taught that 

religion is a human good to be promoted, not an evil to 

be tolerated. While government should not presume to 

command religious acts, it should "take account of the 

religious life of the citizenry and show it favor." 

Religious practice forms part of the common good of 

society and should be encouraged rather than 

marginalized. 

  

Tolerance Versus Toleration 

Along with the conceptual error of tolerating the good 

of religion, the meaning of tolerance itself has evolved 

still further. The United Nations Declaration of 

Principles on Tolerance states outright that tolerance is 

a virtue and defines it as "respect, acceptance and 

appreciation of the rich diversity of our world's cultures, 

our forms of expression and ways of being human."  

This definition mirrors that of the American 

Heritage College Dictionary, which states that tolerance 

is "a fair and permissive attitude toward those whose 

race, religion, nationality, etc., differ from one's own; 

freedom from bigotry. A fair and permissive attitude 

toward opinions and practices that differ from one's 

own." 

If tolerance is a virtue, it is a decidedly modern one. 

It appears in none of the classical treatments of the 

virtues: not in Plato, not in Seneca, not even in 

Aristotle's extensive list of the virtues of the good 

citizen in his Nichomachean Ethics. Indulgence of evil, in 

the absence of an overriding reason for doing so, has 

never been considered virtuous. Even today, 

indiscriminate tolerance would not be allowed. A 

public official tolerant of child abuse or tax evasion 

would hardly be considered a virtuous official. 

The closer one examines tolerance and tries to 

apply it across the board, the more obvious it becomes 

that it's simply insufficient as a principle to govern 

society. Even if it were possible to achieve total 

tolerance, it would be exceedingly undesirable and 

counterproductive to do so. In his play Saint Joan, 

George Bernard Shaw wrote, "We may prate of 

toleration as we will; but society must always draw a 

line somewhere between allowable conduct and 

insanity or crime." 

Moreover, as a virtue, tolerance seems to have 

distanced itself so far from its etymological roots as to 

have become another word altogether. Thus the virtue 

of "tolerance" no longer implies the act of "toleration," 

but rather a general attitude of permissiveness and 

openness to diversity. A tolerant person will not 

tolerate all things, but only those things considered 

tolerable by the reigning cultural milieu. Tolerance 

therefore now has two radically incompatible 

meanings that create space for serious 

misunderstandings and abuse.  

Tolerance and intolerance have no objective 

referent, but rather can be applied arbitrarily. Thus the 

accusation of intolerance has become a weapon 

against those whose standards for tolerance differ 

from one's own, and our criteria for tolerance depend 

on our subjective convictions or prejudices. Thus 
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Voltaire was able to defend the actions of the Roman 

Empire in persecuting Christians and blamed the 

Christians themselves for their martyrdom because they 

failed to keep their religion to themselves. He avers that 

the death of Christians was a consequence of their own 

intolerance toward Rome, and not the other way 

around. Such sophistry is part and parcel of many of 

today's debates on tolerance as well, and flows from 

the ambivalence of the term. 

The affair grows even muddier when the 

"acceptance of diversity," present in modern definitions 

of tolerance, is thrown into the mix. The UN Declaration 

of Principles on Tolerance incorporates a prior 

statement from the UN Declaration on Race and Racial 

Prejudice, which states: "All individuals and groups have 

the right to be different" (Article 1.2). Taken at face 

value, that is a ridiculous claim. Suicide bombing is 

different, as are genocide and sadomasochism. To say 

that one person has a right to be bad, simply because 

another happens to be good, is the ludicrous logic of 

diversity entitlement. 

The sloppiness of these definitions is unworthy of 

the lawyers who drafted them and cannot but lead to 

the suspicion that such ambiguity is intentional. This 

vagueness allows tolerance to be applied selectively -- 

to race, sexual orientation, or religious conviction -- 

while other areas -- such as smoking, recycling, or 

animal experimentation -- stand safely outside the 

purview of mandatory diversity. 

Of course, this double standard is hardly new. John 

Locke himself, in the midst of his impassioned appeal 

for religious toleration, notes that toleration does not 

extend to Catholics, Muslims, or atheists. "To worship 

one's God in a Catholic rite in a Protestant country," he 

writes, "amounts to constructive subversion." 

In the end, the question for everyone necessarily 

becomes not "Shall I be tolerant or intolerant?" but 

rather "What shall I tolerate and what shall I not 

tolerate?" 

  

 

Relativistic Underpinnings  

Voltaire, Locke, Lessing, and other Enlightenment 

figures downplayed the importance of doctrinal belief in 

favor of morals. Unlike today, in 18th-century Europe a 

general agreement regarding fundamental moral 

principles could be counted on in contrast to the fierce 

debates surrounding doctrinal questions. In doing so, 

however, they couldn't avoid a creeping relativism and 

epistemological uncertainty regarding religious 

doctrine. For example, inNouveaux Mélanges 

Philosophiques, Historiques, Critiques,Voltaire posits as 

the condition for the establishment of a true tolerance 

the disappearance of theological controversy, which 

he describes as a "plague" and "epidemic illness." 

On the other hand, in A Letter Concerning 

Toleration, Locke dismissively notes that "everyone is 

orthodox to himself." His own ecclesiology that lacked 

belief in the existence of any one true church led Locke 

to the conviction that all Christian churches (except 

the Catholic Church) should be tolerated. "Nor is there 

any difference," he confidently wrote, "between the 

national Church and other separated congregations." 

Locke further appeals to the "Business of True 

Religion." A true Christian, Locke asserts, will dedicate 

himself principally to a life of virtue and piety, which 

are the chief concerns of religion. In the same letter, 

he relegates to a lower tier "outward pomp of worship, 

reformed discipline, orthodox faith." His own 

theological prejudices and political concerns led him to 

arbitrarily place morals above doctrine, since morals at 

the time garnered greater unanimity and generated 

fewer disputes. Their roles have been somewhat 

reversed today. 

Locke's disdain for "orthodoxy" and Voltaire's 

diatribes against religious "fanaticism" find an echo in 

contemporary descriptions of tolerance. The 1995 UN 

Declaration on Principles of Tolerance states that 

tolerance "involves the rejection of dogmatism and 

absolutism." Popular wisdom holds that true tolerance 

entails not only respect for others, but the 

acknowledgement that we don't know for certain who 

is right. In his 1995 encyclical Evangelium Vitae, Pope 
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John Paul II wrote that today, some "consider such 

relativism an essential condition of democracy, 

inasmuch as it alone is held to guarantee tolerance, 

mutual respect between people and acceptance of the 

decisions of the majority, whereas moral norms 

considered to be objective and binding are held to lead 

to authoritarianism and intolerance." 

  

What Are We Tolerating? 

Another argument against the language of tolerance is 

the widespread confusion regarding the proper object 

of tolerance. Nowadays, the different types of tolerance 

-- for persons, ideas, and behavior -- are generally 

lumped together under the broad heading of 

"tolerance," but they are hardly the same things. 

Much as tolerance fails as a category for dealing 

with goods, which are embraced rather than tolerated, 

so too is tolerance an inappropriate category in regard 

to persons. From a Christian perspective, all persons 

deserve unconditional respect and love for the simple 

fact that they are persons. We may tolerate their 

irritating behavior -- such as knuckle-cracking or gum-

snapping -- but it is insulting to suggest that we tolerate 

the persons themselves. 

Nor are ideas the proper object of toleration. Ideas 

come in all shapes and sizes: true and false, ridiculous 

and compelling, brilliant and commonplace, diabolical 

and divine. Each is evaluated in relation to the truth and 

accepted or rejected accordingly. Those ideas that 

convince by the strength of their inner consistency are 

embraced; those found to be untenable are rejected. 

If goods, persons, and ideas fail as the proper object 

of tolerance, the only possibility remaining is annoying 

human behavior or situations of evil. Here, too, the 

criterion for discerning what is to be tolerated must be 

determined by the superior good that justifies it. In the 

case of Dignitatis Humanae, the Council Fathers avoid 

the claim that error has rights by appealing to the truth 

that people "cannot discharge these obligations [the 

pursuit of truth] in a manner in keeping with their own 

nature unless they enjoy immunity from external 

coercion as well as psychological freedom." Thus even 

when they fail to live up to their duty to seek the truth, 

or fail in their attempts to discover it, the right to 

religious liberty persists. 

Just as the term "tolerance" does not appear in 

Dignitatis Humanae, it likewise is absent in the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church. In fact, of the scant 

five times that the verb "tolerate" appears in the 

Catechism, two refer to the moral legitimacy of 

accepting foreseen but undesirable evil consequences 

of human actions, if the evil is not intended either as 

an end or a means. The other three citations concern 

the moral tolerableness of civil divorce in certain 

limited cases, and the intolerableness of trial 

marriages and a life of duplicity. The precision of this 

language provides a refreshing contrast to much of the 

vague tolerance blather of our day. 

  

Slouching Toward Indifference 

Though tolerance doesn't necessarily entail 

indifference, modern formulations of tolerance as 

acceptance of diversity would seem to imply at least a 

placid resignation and sometimes even an enthusiastic 

celebration of religious diversity. This has led to 

theologies of pluralism incompatible with the divine 

mandate to "go out to the whole world and make 

disciples of all the nations" (Mt 28:19-20), as well as 

Peter's declaration that "there is no other name under 

heaven given among men by which we must be saved" 

(Acts 4:12). 

Voltaire took Thomas Aquinas to task for having 

dared to say that he wished all the world were 

Christian, accusing him of being intolerant. But for 

Aquinas that was the same as saying he wished all men 

to be happy. Few would consider it intolerant to wish 

all people to be healthy or well-educated (though this 

implies "intolerance" toward ignorance and illness), 

and for Aquinas the Christian faith was a greater good 

than health and education.  

Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta, who devoted 

her entire life to spreading the love of Christ, 
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expressed her motivation with the utmost simplicity, as 

recorded in Desmond Doig's Mother Teresa: Her People 

and Her Work: "I want very much for people to come to 

know God, to love Him, to serve Him, for that is true 

happiness. And what I have I want everyone in the 

world to have. But it is their choice. If they have seen 

the light they can follow it. I cannot give them the light: 

I can only give them the means." 

The fact of a plurality of religions doesn't imply the 

ideology of religious pluralism. St. Paul undauntedly 

preached the gospel of Jesus Christ to King Agrippa, 

who declared: "A little more and you would make a 

Christian of me," to which Paul replied, "I wish that not 

only you, but all those that hear me might become as I 

am" (Acts 26:28-29). Though other religions may 

contain elements of truth, we must hope that all come 

to the fullness of truth.  

Voltaire, building on Locke's arguments, arrived at 

relativism's logical end: indifference. Live and let live. 

Not only should we tolerate others' behavior and 

beliefs, it is wrong to try to change them. In this regard, 

St. Pius X wrote in his apostolic letter Notre Charge 

Apostolique:  

Catholic doctrine teaches us that charity's first duty 

is not in the tolerance of erroneous opinions, 

sincere as they may be, nor in a theoretical or 

practical indifference toward the error or vice into 

which our brothers or sisters have fallen, but in zeal 

for their intellectual and moral improvement, no 

less than in zeal for their material well-being. 

This zeal, however, must express itself in ways 

consonant with the dignity of persons. In his letter on 

the missions, Redemptoris Missio, John Paul II penned 

these memorable words: 

On her part the Church addresses people with full 

respect for their freedom. Her mission does not 

restrict freedom but rather promotes it. The Church 

proposes; she imposes nothing. She respects 

individuals and cultures, and she honors the 

sanctuary of conscience. To those who for various 

reasons oppose missionary activity, the Church 

repeats: Open the doors to Christ! 

Similarly, in his 1994 book Crossing the Threshold of 

Hope, John Paul II wrote: 

The new evangelization has nothing in common 

with what various publications have insinuated 

when speaking of restoration, or when advancing 

the accusation of proselytism, or when unilaterally 

or tendentiously calling for pluralism and 

tolerance…. The mission of evangelization is an 

essential part of the Church. 

Dignitatis Humanae re-emphasizes perennial 

convictions of Christianity, including the obligation to 

seek the truth and to bear witness to the truth we 

have received. In doing so, however, it underscores the 

deep respect that must be borne in every instance for 

the dignity and freedom of the person. "Truth," we 

read, "is to be sought after in a manner proper to the 

dignity of the human person and his social nature. The 

inquiry is to be free, carried on with the aid of teaching 

or instruction, communication and dialogue, in the 

course of which men explain to one another the truth 

they have discovered, or think they have discovered, in 

order thus to assist one another in the quest for truth." 

This respect for religious freedom stands head and 

shoulders above a supposed tolerance for religious 

belief -- with the relativism, indifference, and subtle 

disdain for religion it so often comprises. 

 

Thomas D. Williams, L.C., is the dean of the theology 

school at Rome's Regina Apostolorum University, as 

well as a Vatican analyst for NBC News and the author 

of, most recently, Knowing Right From Wrong: A 

Christian Guide to Conscience (FaithWords, 2008). This 

article originally appeared in the March 2004 issue of 

crisis Magazine. 

http://www.amazon.com/Knowing-Right-Wrong-Christian-Conscience/dp/0446582018/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1247889085&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Knowing-Right-Wrong-Christian-Conscience/dp/0446582018/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1247889085&sr=1-1
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A Portrait of Dietrich von Hildebrand 

Thomas Howard | Classic 

7/21/09 
he name Dietrich von Hildebrand is not, 

perhaps, as well known as it should be among 

intelligent and literate Catholics -- or, for that 

matter, among Christians of any ilk. He is a man whom 

Pius XII referred to as "a 20th-century doctor of the 

Church." Those who remember this pontiff will recall 

that he was not a man who spoke lightly or 

extravagantly. 

Who was Dietrich von Hildebrand? We would not 

be far from the mark if we accorded him the dignity of 

the present tense of the verb -- who is Dietrich von 

Hildebrand? -- as we do with many figures in history 

(J.S. Bach, Augustine, Giotto, Tolstoy, et al.) whose work 

abides in such a manner as to lift them above the mere 

flux of time and to place them in a sort of 

"perenniality," if a clumsy neologism may be  permitted. 

It is inconceivable that the writings of von Hildebrand 

will ever be dated, no matter what tortuous 

metamorphoses the coming centuries may bring. 

This is because von Hildebrand's intellect and 

imagination -- and heart, really -- dwelt above the dust 

and skirmish of Vanity Fair. He seldom wrote or spoke 

on mere topicality -- the vogues, causes, and notions 

that dash themselves like surf on the jetties of 

contemporaneity. Although, it must be said in this 

connection that he was far from being unaware of such 

turbulence: When he saw foolishness, heresy, or 

infidelity brewing, as happened in the wake of Vatican II 

when popinjays of all sorts used the council as a 

warrant to substitute a Punch and Judy show for the 

ancient mysteries, he was not above wading into the 

broil, as in his Trojan Horse in the City of God (reprinted 

by Sophia Institute Press). 

But the characteristic venue of his mind was 

amongst what T.S. Eliot called "the permanent things." 

His remarks on gender, liturgy, morality, and the human 

person must be accounted among the great monoliths 

that mark the path through the history of the Church as 

she moves on her pilgrimage nearer and nearer to the 

Last Things. 

  

His Life 

But again, who is he? The most exiguous sketch of his 

life would include the following. He was born in 

Florence in 1889 (on the same day as Christopher 

Dawson) and died in New Rochelle, New York, on 

January 26, 1977. His father, an eminent German 

sculptor, lived and worked in Florence and was 

knighted in 1904 by the king of Bavaria. Hence, von 

Hildebrand had as his own familiar neighborhood that 

world of Dante, the Academia, the Pitti Palace, the 

Duomo, and the whole efflorescence of beauty and 

civility that sprung up so astonishingly in the Italian 

Renaissance and that was so revered by Bernard 

Berenson, Harold Acton, and other astute minds (many 

of whom, alas, never surpassed the merely aesthetic).  

It may suggest something of the rarified 

atmosphere of this household when considering that 

visitors to the family included Gladstone, Henry James, 

Rilke, Rudolf Otto, Wilhelm Furtwangler, Hugo von 

Hofmannsthal, Richard Strauss, Liszt, and Giraudoux. 

Even though von Hildebrand was an unbeliever in his 

youth, his young imagination and spirit drank deeply at 

the wells of beauty, truth, and virtue. At university, he 

studied philosophy under Adolph Reinach and Max 

Scheler, the latter of whom largely formed the mind of 

John Paul II. Von Hildebrand took his Ph.D. under 

Husserl. In 1914, he was received into the Roman 

Catholic Church.  

When Hitler's national socialism began to emerge 

in the 1920s, von Hildebrand recognized it as the 

epochal evil it turned out to be (despite Hitler having 

fooled almost a whole nation by the early 30s) and 

became a vocal and implacable foe of Nazism. Because 

of this, he was forced to flee to Vienna from his faculty 

T 
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position at the University of Munich. There he 

established the journal Christliche Standestaat 

(Christian Corporative State) and was consequently 

condemned to death personally by Hitler, who loathed 

him. 

The harrowing escapades that attended his flight 

from Vienna (e.g., leaving the city on the day of the 

Anschluss at 9:00 a.m. and having the Gestapo arrive 

looking for him in less than 24 hours) are the stuff of 

spy fiction -- or fact, rather. He eventually fetched up in 

New York in 1940, without a sou in his pocket. He was 

appointed to the faculty at Fordham University and 

taught philosophy there for 19 years, retiring in 1960. 

He spent the remaining 17 years between his 

retirement and death writing. It may interest readers to 

know that, emerging briefly from a coma, he requested 

that the Te Deum be sung at his deathbed. 

  

The Wealth of His Poverty 

What sort of a figure did von Hildebrand "cut" during 

his life in New York? Who formed his "clientele?" The 

answers to both questions seem bleak on the surface. 

He was always poor (a state of affairs widely known 

among academics), and he rarely commanded the 

headlines, even in the American Catholic press. He 

attracted the profound admiration of orthodox Catholic 

scholars (William Marra and Bernard Gilligan among 

them) and had the ear of both Paul VI and John Paul II. 

In a private talk with Paul VI in 1965, he warned the 

pope of forthcoming grave perils to the Church, and 

similarly in 1970, he sounded the alarm in the Holy 

Father's ear as to what the Church might encounter in 

the wake of Vatican II. Two contemporary Catholic 

scholars who might be accounted "Hildebrandians" are 

Joseph Seifert, head of the International Academy of 

Philosophy in Liechtenstein, and John Crosby, a member 

of the philosophy department at Franciscan University 

in Steubenville, Ohio. Both owe their profound 

knowledge of von Hildebrand's thought mainly to 

personal conversation with him during his retirement. 

His oeuvre (body of work), as they say, is massive. 

His untranslated work on aesthetics (which he wrote in 

German) consists of two 500-page volumes, and his 

Wesen der Lieber (The Essence of Love) is 500 pages. In 

an audience granted to von Hildebrand's widow in 

January 1980, John Paul II forthrightly acknowledged his 

own intellectual debt to von Hildebrand, especially in 

the matter of marriage. In a gesture of personal 

gratitude, this pope baptized, confirmed, and gave holy 

communion to one of Dr. Alice von Hildebrand's Hunter 

College students, a former atheist, in April 1985. In 

addition to the previously mentioned works, von 

Hildebrand wrote 5,000 pages of autobiography, which 

appeared in 2000 from Ignatius Press under the title 

The Soul of a Lion.  

How shall we approach his immense work? Fewer 

than a dozen of his books have been translated into 

English (many are available from Sophia Institute 

Press, in Manchester, New Hampshire). A systematic 

progress through these dozen would turn into a tome. 

It may be fruitful, then, to touch on only a few of the 

notions that formed the underpinnings of his work. 

Undoubtedly, two words supply us with an 

excellent gateway into the world of Dietrich von 

Hildebrand's thought: value and reverence. 

  

The Value in His Work 

The word "value" has been nearly wrecked for us in 

recent decades, dragooned by moral relativists who 

did not wish any absolute hierarchy of the good to be 

imposed on our schoolchildren and who, hence, 

cobbled up a grotesque industry called "values 

clarification." The notion was that each small Tom, 

Dick, and Harry must "get comfortable" with his own 

notions as to what constitutes acceptable or 

unsuitable behavior. Ironically, a few intractable 

absolutes studded the scheme, such as "sexist" 

remarks and other politically incorrect utterances. 

Pronouns became a battleground. It never became 

clear, under this scheme, just what sort of rejoinder 

we might mount, say, to Mao Zedong, whose values 

http://www.amazon.com/Soul-Lion-Life-Dietrich-Hildebrand/dp/089870801X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1248202338&sr=1-1
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placed the state above the individual, with genocide as 

one of its corollaries. Having jettisoned absolutes, what 

strictures could we put forward to stem such activities? 

Pol Pot was another one who defied the pulpy and 

amiable quagmire we cultivated with such assiduity. 

The work of von Hildebrand stands at a polar 

extreme from all of this fatuity. By "value," he did not 

mean the windy generalities invoked by presidents and 

mayors in Fourth of July speeches but rather (shall we 

capitalize it?) That Which is excellent in itself and is to 

be admired (a very weighty word for von Hildebrand). 

Interestingly enough, the word "value" is so massively 

basic for him that it is far from easy to tweeze succinct 

definitions of the word from his work, so to speak. He 

virtually always refers to value by way of affirming 

something else, rather as the rest of us presuppose the 

word of God. In Liturgy and Personality, he says: 

The meaning of all creation is the imitation and 

glorification of God.... That which is created...exists 

only in order to imitate and glorify God, in fulfilling 

the divine idea in its regard and simultaneously 

bringing to fruition the fullness of values to which it 

is ordained. For all values -- goodness, beauty, the 

mystery of life, the noble light of truth, and even 

the dignity of being itself...all these are rays which 

radiate from God's being. 

Or again: 

Values are not only like a dew falling from heaven, 

but also like incense rising to God; each value, in 

itself, addresses to God a specific word of 

glorification. A being, in praising God, praises Him 

through its value, through that inner preciousness 

which marks it as having been drawn out of the 

indifferent. Nature praises God.... This is true of 

every work of art, every perfect community, every 

truth, every moral attitude. Man... must first of all 

respond adequately to each value as a reflection of 

God; he must respond with joy, enthusiasm, 

veneration, love...and lovingly adore God, Who is 

the fullness of all value. 

Value, far from being a subjective vibration trembling 

from my individuality, is "out there" -- a quality of the 

immense backdrop against which our lives are played 

out. Or we could put it thus: Ultimately, all value 

derives, like a cataract from a fountain, not from a mere 

That Which but from He Who. God is not, of course, an 

abstraction, and hence, we cannot quite assign to Him 

an ontological category called value. But He is, on the 

other hand, the wellspring of all that is excellent in itself 

and, hence, of value. The Matterhorn is not a value in so 

many words, but it towers there, shimmering in its 

might, and bids admiration forth from souls who exult 

in might, majesty, purity (the snow), form, grandeur, 

gravity, serenity, and so forth. The Mozart Requiem is 

not a value, but its music -- the very notes themselves, 

of which the emperor thought there were "too many" -

- draws us into the precincts of sheer beauty: 

sublimity, perfection of form, decorum (the notes "fit" 

the text), awe, terror ("Quantus tremor est 

futurus...tuba mirum spargens sonum"), rescue 

("Recordare, Jesu pie"), and repose ("Hostias et preces, 

tibi, Domine, laudis offerimus"). These are matters that 

call for admiration from souls well-formed. 

Another major theme in von Hildebrand's work, 

which he writes about in Transformation in Christ, is 

"the succession of stages that leads from Baptism... to 

our actual transformation in Christ... the shaping of 

that life which lights up the face of the 'new man in 

Christ'... the state of fluidity, openness, and receptivity 

to formative action from above." What is our task on 

this earth, we mortals? It is, as Milton would have it, to 

"tune our instrument" to the Music of the Spheres. 

That is to say, to permit ourselves to be shaped, 

formed, chiseled, smelted, kneaded, plied (choose 

your metaphor) into that image that discloses the very 

heart of the Most Holy Trinity to us, namely Jesus 

Christ. Man was created to be in all grace, nobility, 

dignity, magnificence, and solemnity -- in the imago 

Dei (image of God), that is. Von Hildebrand says in 

Transformation in Christ, "Christ, the Messiah, is not 

merely the Redeemer who breaks apart the bond and 

cleanses us from sin. He is also the Dispenser of a new 

divine life which shall wholly transform us into new 

men.... Our surrender to Christ implies a readiness to 

http://www.amazon.com/Liturgy-Personality-Dietrich-Von-Hildebrand/dp/0918477034/ref=ntt_at_ep_dpi_8
http://www.amazon.com/Transformation-Christ-Dietrich-Von-Hildebrand/dp/0898708699/ref=ntt_at_ep_dpi_1
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let Him fully transform us...." When evil, alas, does its 

obscene work on this image, we end up with a horror: 

wretched, pusillanimous, venal, craven, and debauched 

but, ironically, vain, strutting, and pompous at the same 

time.  

Such a soul has squandered its capacity to admire 

that which is admirable. (The Greeks called this 

property aidos, and for them, it had to be learned. It 

represents the stark opposite of "doin' what comes 

naturally," or "letting it all hang out.") All has been 

perverted. We need only recall the jaded souls at the 

arena in Rome: "Darlings, peel me another grape: I'm so 

bored with these crucifixions that I don't know what I'm 

going to do. Not to mention the gladiators they've got 

these days. So tedious." What place is left, when we 

reach this point of surfeit, for wonder -- wonder at an 

edelweiss, a Jack Russell terrier, Vermeer's Young 

Woman Reading a Letter, or the sight of a boy from the 

innermost city offering his seat on the trolley to a 

woman? Cynicism, irony, sophistication, and ennui all 

cauterize the moral nerve-endings necessary to 

perceive and admire value in such phenomena. But it 

takes training to cultivate the agile, delicate, and self-

forgetful frame of mind that puts forth such nerve-

endings.  

Von Hildebrand was himself a case in point. His 

taste had been formed, almost inevitably it would 

seem, by that Florentine background, so that even his 

natural being (aside from his regenerate spirit, which 

sprang into life presently) was attuned to beauty and 

sickened by squalor, oafishness, and gaudiness. His wife 

speaks frequently, both in private conversation and 

from the lectern, of this gravitas, this discrimination 

(but not snobbery), this flawless simplicity, even, that 

registered like litmus the responses of his innermost 

being to beauty or ugliness. He himself speaks of "this 

progress toward simplicity, which is a part of the 

spiritual significance of advancing in age..." in 

Transformation in Christ. 

Ultimately, of course, all of this is drawn up into the 

realm of grace, which, according to Catholic teaching, 

builds on nature. It is not a mere matter of being 

highbrow. The twittering persiflage of mere aesthetes -- 

at Lady Ottoline Morell's Garsington in Bloomsbury, 

Greenwich Village, or the Museum of Modern Art -- is 

as far from the admiration that regales pure souls as 

hell is from heaven. But we don't come by it naturally. It 

takes pedagogy (the Greeks again): years of discipline 

and training to tune us to the Music of the Spheres -- to 

that perfection of harmony, equipoise, power, grace, 

fitness, and splendor we call beauty but may also be 

accorded to truth and goodness. A good moral choice 

(of, say, generosity, self-effacement, courage, or 

service) is beautiful under its own modality, as is the 

song of the winter wren under its modality. Both are 

also true, since they accord with perfect 

correspondence with reality. 

It is not for nothing that one of von Hildebrand's 

major works is entitled Transformation in Christ. The 

perfection of stature in store for all souls who will 

undergo the necessary schooling is measured by that 

highest measure, namely, the perfection exhibited in 

the figure of the Incarnate Word. At the very end of 

the book, there is a summary, as it were, of all the 

foregoing chapters with their remorseless and 

microscopic scrutiny of the tactics to which we turn in 

our efforts to protect ourselves from God: 

It is extremely important for us to profit by the 

moments when God draws us nearer to Him, when 

He allows us to be possessed by true values... all 

such possession by high natural values must be 

ordained to our true surrender of self to Christ.... If 

this is not the case, we do not hear the call of God; 

nay, we even abuse His gifts.... It is in such 

moments... that our vision is given a valid 

perspective. It is then that we see the true 

countenance of things, which we must engrave in 

our minds... 

All perfections -- aesthetic, moral, or verbal -- point to 

this figure. This theme, of course, is very much the 

animating spirit in Dante's work. The beauty of which 

the eyes of the lover are vouchsafed a true glimpse in 

the figure of Beatrice, is the beauty of the Godhead. All 

point to the beatific vision. I doubt whether von 

Hildebrand was familiar with the Protestant hymn 

"Eternal Light, Eternal Light," but he would have 
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applauded this stanza: "Oh, how shall I, whose native 

sphere/Is dark, whose mind is dim/Before th'Ineffable 

appear/And on my naked spirit bear/The uncreated 

beam?" How shall a worm like me (this is Scripture's 

assessment, not masochism) entertain even the most 

forlorn hope of ever achieving that transformation that 

will enable me not only to see but to exult in and be 

ravished by the beatific vision?  

Transformation in Christ is our handbook (always 

excepting Sacred Scripture, of course). Handbook? In 

effect, yes. The unsuspecting reader will not remain 

unsuspecting for long. Von Hildebrand bangs the gong 

on Page 1. Taking St. Paul's daunting challenge in 

Ephesians 4 ("Put off the old man who is 

corrupted...and be renewed in the spirit of your mind: 

and put on the new man..."), he strides briskly to his 

task. It is no use for us to halt, salaam, and 

circumnavigate: The man to whom the book is 

addressed (as is the New Testament) must be "ready to 

change." Grace does not put poultices, patches, and 

simples on Original Sin. It's death (baptism) and then 

the long haul toward sanctity, that state of being 

wherein alone I will be able to bear the radiance of 

glory flashing from the Sapphire Throne. Chapter after 

chapter subjects us to the unendurable scrutiny of the 

truth. "Contrition," "true simplicity," "striving for 

perfection," and sequence after sequence on freedom, 

patience, meekness, mercy, sorrow, sobriety, and self-

surrender harrow us with a holy harrowing. Von 

Hildebrand's method commonly entails the demolition 

of every conceivable dodge, strategy, and obfuscation 

by which we are pleased to maintain our self-

satisfaction and then the opening up of the virtue, or of 

the aspect of caritas, that corresponds to these squalid 

ruses.  

Thus value. Used by von Hildebrand, the word 

sheds the flimsy rags that have cloaked it in our own 

bland era and takes on, as it were, seraphic wings. We 

are hailed every moment of our lives with the titanic 

majesty of reality. Have we eyes to see it, and a heart to 

admire -- nay, to adore it? Or will we end up like the 

damned souls who when they taste beauty taste only 

ashes, pumice, and sulfur? 

  

The Reverence of His Work 

The second word that I have mentioned as standing 

close to the center of von Hildebrand's vision is 

reverence. Here again, as with the word value, the force 

of the word has been leached away by its use in modern 

argot. In this case, it is sentimentalism that is the villain. 

"Ah! Reverence! So uplifting. Let us reverence all things 

-- trees, saw-whet owls, rich loam, sphagnum moss. 

How ennobling!" If we embarked on that line of 

sentiment in the presence of von Hildebrand, we 

would be met with a tart "No!" 

Our reverent friend is, of course, not altogether 

adrift. Von Hildebrand himself would say (and so far so 

good for our friend), "...an adequate response is due to 

each value according to its rank...because it is a value." 

And as he says in Liturgy and Personality, "The cosmic 

value of the objective fact that everything possessing a 

value should receive an adequate response of will, of 

joy, enthusiasm, and love according to the kind of 

value it represents, finds its highest, ultimate causa 

exemplaris in the eternal loving response between the 

First and Second Divine Persons." But we weren't 

speaking of theology on this nature-outing of ours. 

Well, you should have been, von Hildebrand would 

wish to add. And here is the kernel of his small volume, 

Liturgy and Personality: 

The person formed by the Liturgy has absorbed in 

his flesh and blood the notion that he owes a 

suitable response to every value. He will rejoice in 

every exalted spectacle of nature, the beauty of 

the starlight sky, the majesty of the sea and 

mountains, the charm of life, the world of plants 

and animals, the nobility of a profound truth, the 

mysterious glow of a man's purity.... The man 

formed by the Liturgy will affirm all this as a 

reflection of the eternal glory of God. 

And again, "His entire value-responding attitude, his 

heart and spirit will be turned completely toward the 

world of values and God in the first place." 
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Those perfections of the creation are most 

emphatically the handiwork of the Most High and, 

hence, are to be greeted by us as by worshippers of that 

deity. Nothing that we mortals can make can compare 

to the perfection we descry in all of that. Something 

serious has gone wrong with the man who, when he 

thinks of those things, thinks only of scoring the valleys 

and hillsides with the satanic treads on the tires of his 

all-terrain vehicle and of spitting din and carbon 

monoxide into the silent purity that ought to reign in 

such purlieus.  

However, there is a difference between reverence 

and loyal custodianship. We mortals, in our descent 

from Adam and Eve, are to be "lords" of the creation. 

Not tyrants, bosses, or dictators but good lords or 

stewards, in a sense in which that notion would have 

been understood by the true hierarch who knows that 

his rank obliged him to guarantee and defend the well-

being of every creature and acre under his suzerainty. In 

the strictest sense, we are not to "reverence" the 

creation, with the implication here that we in some way 

do obeisance to it or take up an inferior attitude toward 

ourselves vis-à-vis, say, dolphins, Douglas firs, or the 

Thames River. No fir tree, no matter how soaring, is to 

be placed above the lowliest child in the hierarchy. We 

must keep in mind here von Hildebrand's remarks in 

Liturgy and Personality of the man whose "self-

surrender to Christ, and through Christ to God, is 

complete." For this man, "Reverence is the essential 

basis for such a perception of values, and for a true 

relationship with the whole realm of values... with the 

Absolute, the supernatural, and the divine. Reverence is 

the mother of all virtues, of all religion... [it] is thus the 

foundation of all perception and sense of values." 

Much as we deplore and mourn the tearing up of 

acreage by great, filthy diesel monsters, if that acreage 

is necessary to the well-being of the populace who live 

there, then up it comes. (I speak as one who wishes the 

internal combustion engine had never been invented.) 

On the other hand, if mammals (dolphins) are being 

swept up in great Russian, Norwegian, or Japanese 

seines and allowed to drown or if rhesus monkeys are 

being tortured in psychological experiments about 

loneliness and the corresponding neuroses, we should 

rise up in fury in behalf of these cousins of ours. (I am 

not a Darwinist in even the remotest sense; I mean 

"cousins" only in so far as we share a whole category of 

creaturehood with the beasts.)  

It is a blurring of the English language to bring the 

word "reverence" into play when speaking of our 

relationship with nature. One reverences that which is 

above one. Speaking of the man whose response to 

value accords with the hierarchy of things, von 

Hildebrand says in Liturgy and Personality:  

His entire attitude toward the world of values 

must take this hierarchy into account. The 

admiration and veneration which he offers a value 

must correspond to its objective height, and so, 

too, the joy which he feels about something, the 

place he reserves in his soul for a good. 

We may admire anything at all that is admirable (an 

ichneumon fly, the Madonna of the Rocks, or 

Chartres), but we stand in reverence before that in 

whose being there subsists something that outstrips 

our own peculiar rank or station, or "estate" as the 

Middle Ages called it. Hence, of course, angels are to 

be reverenced and, in a limited sense, any human 

being whose rank (the queen, the bishop, the general) 

places him above us. There would be a thin line 

between honor and reverence here: Certainly, it is 

permitted to speak of reverencing our parents, even 

though we know that they share our mortality and our 

sinfulness. But they are "above" us in the hierarchy.  

Von Hildebrand expended immense energy in 

trying to awaken us to both the duty and fitness of 

reverence. It is our duty because, in a manner of 

speaking, that is how it is. The duty derives from the 

same source as does the appropriateness of the man 

stepping forward and the woman backward in the fox 

trot. It's the choreography of the thing, we say, and in 

a sense, there is no further court of appeal. If a 

truculent child in a rage demands why he should honor 

his father and mother, our final answer is a bold, 

"Because that is the way it is." Von Hildebrand speaks 

in Liturgy and Personality of "the inner structure of 
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every communion-situation," by which he means the 

"That's how it is" we have been invoking. The ability to 

perceive and honor this structure (the choreography, 

we might say) in a given situation he calls, in Liturgy and 

Personality, discretio. "The spirit of discretio implies... a 

sense for the strata or depth at which one moves, and 

should move, not mixing up the levels, and not passing 

unaware from one level to the other." Perhaps the 

manner in which waitresses nowadays address their 

customers as "you guys" (even if it is a party of 

dowagers) would be just such a mixing up of the levels. 

There is a piquant aspect to this. Reverencing that 

which is to be reverenced reaches further toward the 

central mysteries than mere surface splendor (the 

queen's scepter) or impressiveness (the general's stars) 

would call for. What about the untouchable in the 

gutter in Calcutta? What about the thalidomide child? 

The well-tutored eye will descry glory -- glory stained or 

twisted by tragedy but nonetheless glory. For here is 

the image of God. 

On the other hand, what happens to us when our 

moral nerve-endings are bludgeoned with the assault of 

obscenity, brutishness, or surfeit -- an assault mounted 

with all the power that the media command, a power to 

be envied most wistfully by your Genghis Khan or your 

Tamurlaines? The capacity to accord reverence to that 

which ought to be reverenced is extinguished. The 

mystery of sexuality would be the dramatic case in 

point in our own time. Von Hildebrand says in Purity: 

"Either the mysterious union of two human beings takes 

place in the sight of God (in conspectu Dei) or man flings 

himself away, surrenders his secret, delivers himself 

over to the flesh, desecrates and violates the secret of 

another." The true man and woman know the sexual 

phenomenon lies on the cusp between the temporal 

and the eternal and is, hence, to be accorded immense 

reverence. The debauch, alas (and here we find most of 

Generation X, with its black lipstick and leather), sees 

only the prurient, the lurid, and the sultry. How on 

earth is the nature of reality, with its corollary of 

reverence, to be introduced at all into such a wasted 

epoch as our own? Well, without being frivolous, we 

can say, "Read Dietrich von Hildebrand." 

 

The Diversity of His Work 

Von Hildebrand writes on many other topics. Gender: 

His book Man and Woman leads us into such noble 

precincts that virtually all of the last 30 years suddenly 

look consumptive. It is thus with Marriage: The Mystery 

of Faithful Love (Sophia) and Purity (Franciscan 

University Press). Here we are on the high ground 

where the air has the tang of heaven in it. Von 

Hildebrand would have been heartsick over the efforts 

(mendacious, really) of brisk, religious types both 

Protestant and Catholic, during the last 30 years to 

rewrite Scripture and redraw the moral map of the 

universe in the interest of making the Christian view of 

gender palatable to a world crazed with questions of 

power and political equality. C.S. Lewis once used the 

phrase "sordid trumpery" in reference to his own 

smarmy attitude during adolescence. The stacks and 

stacks of books and articles written in the interest of 

accommodating Christian notions of sexuality and 

marriage to a modern agenda would have looked to 

von Hildebrand as just such trumpery. 

Gender. Art. Aesthetics. Liturgy. Sex. Sacrament. 

Civility. Sanctity. These are the topics among which 

one finds oneself on opening the work of von 

Hildebrand. In virtually all of these areas, we are 

flooded with late-arriving propaganda. Von Hildebrand 

points to another, and more ancient, way.  

 

Thomas Howard is retired from 40 years of teaching 

English in private schools, college, and seminary in 

England and America. This article originally appeared 

in the February 2000 issue of crisis Magazine. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Purity-Mystery-Christian-Sexuality-formally/dp/0940535262/ref=sr_1_4?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1248202412&sr=1-4
http://www.amazon.com/Man-Woman-Love-Meaning-Intimacy/dp/091847714X/ref=ntt_at_ep_dpi_4
http://www.amazon.com/Marriage-Faithful-Dietrich-Von-Hildebrand/dp/0918477115/ref=ntt_at_ep_dpt_3
http://www.amazon.com/Marriage-Faithful-Dietrich-Von-Hildebrand/dp/0918477115/ref=ntt_at_ep_dpt_3


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

32 

 

Kinsey's Secret: The Phony Science of the Sexual Revolution  

Sue Ellin Browder | Classic 

7/2309 
t's now more than 50 years since the revolution 

began. Sexual "liberation" has been endlessly 

ballyhooed by the national media, promoted in the 

movies, embraced by Playboy guys and Cosmo girls as a 

freedom more delicious than Eden's apple. No 

American under 40 can honestly remember a time 

when sex on TV was taboo, when "living together" 

meant married, when "gay" meant happy, and when 

almost every child lived with both parents. 

If truth be told, the revolution has been a disaster. 

Before the push to loosen America's sexual mores really 

got under way in the 1950s, the only widely reported 

sexually transmitted diseases in the United States were 

gonorrhea and syphilis. Today we have more than two 

dozen varieties, from pelvic inflammatory disease 

(which renders more than 100,000 American women 

infertile each year) to AIDS (which presently infects 42 

million people worldwide and has already killed another 

23 million). According to a report by scientists at the 

National Cancer Institute, a woman who has three or 

more sex partners in her lifetime increases her risk of 

cervical cancer by as much as 1,500 percent. In another 

finding that runs contrary to all that the sex researchers 

preached, a survey at the University of Chicago's 

National Opinion Research Center showed that married 

men and women, on average, are sexually happier than 

unwed couples merely living together. And even if live-

in couples do marry, they're 40 to 85 percent more 

likely to divorce than those who go straight to the altar. 

So what happened? Was science simply wrong? 

Well, not exactly -- the truth is more complicated than 

that. 

  

Con Man 

Alfred C. Kinsey had a secret. The Indiana University 

zoologist and "father of the sexual revolution" almost 

single-handedly redefined the sexual mores of everyday 

Americans. The problem was, he had to lie to do it. The 

weight of this point must not be underestimated. The 

science that launched the sexual revolution has been 

used for the past 50 years to sway court decisions, pass 

legislation, introduce sex education into our schools, 

and even push for a redefinition of marriage. Kinseyism 

was the very foundation of this effort. If his science 

was flawed -- or worse yet, an outright deception -- 

then our culture's attitudes about sex are not just 

wrong morally but scientifically as well. 

Let's consider the facts. When Kinsey and his 

coworkers published Sexual Behavior in the Human 

Male in 1948 and Sexual Behavior in the Human 

Female in 1953, they turned middle-class values upside 

down. Many traditionally forbidden sexual practices, 

Kinsey and his colleagues proclaimed, were 

surprisingly commonplace; 85 percent of men and 48 

percent of women said they'd had premarital sex, and 

50 percent of men and 40 percent of women had been 

unfaithful after marriage. Incredibly, 71 percent of 

women claimed their affair hadn't hurt their marriage, 

and a few even said it had helped. What's more, 69 

percent of men had been with prostitutes, 10 percent 

had been homosexual for at least three years, and 17 

percent of farm boys had experienced sex with 

animals. Implicit in Kinsey's report was the notion that 

these behaviors were biologically "normal" and hurt no 

one. Therefore, people should act on their impulses 

with no inhibition or guilt. 

The 1948 report on men came out to rave reviews 

and sold an astonishing 200,000 copies in two months. 

Kinsey's name was everywhere from the titles of pop 

songs ("Ooh, Dr. Kinsey") to the pages of Life, Time, 

Newsweek, and the New Yorker. Kinsey was 

"presenting facts," Look magazine proclaimed. He was 

"revealing not what should be but what is." Dubbed 

"Dr. Sex" and applauded for his personal courage, the 
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researcher was compared to Darwin, Galileo, and Freud. 

But beneath the popular approbation, many astute 

scientists were warning that Kinsey's research was 

gravely flawed. The list of critics, Kinsey biographer 

James H. Jones observes, "read like a Who's Who of 

American intellectual life." They included 

anthropologists Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict; 

Stanford University psychologist Lewis M. Terman; Karl 

Menninger, M.D. (founder of the famed Menninger 

Institute); psychiatrists Eric Fromm and Lawrence Kubie; 

cultural critic Lionel Trilling of Columbia University, and 

countless others. 

By the time Kinsey's volume about women was 

published, many journalists had abandoned the 

admiring throngs and joined the critics. Magazine 

articles appeared with titles like "Is the Kinsey Report a 

Hoax?" and "Love Is Not a Statistic." Time magazine ran 

a series of stories exposing Kinsey's dubious science 

(one was titled "Sex or Snake Oil?"). 

That's not, of course, to say that the Kinsey reports 

contain no truth at all. Sexuality is certainly a subject 

worthy of scientific study. And many people do pay lip 

service to sexual purity while secretly behaving 

altogether differently in their private lives. 

Nevertheless, Kinsey's version of the truth was so 

grossly oversimplified, exaggerated, and mixed with 

falsehoods, it's difficult to sort fact from fiction. 

Distinguished British anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer put 

it well when he called the reports propaganda 

masquerading as science. Indeed, the flaws in Kinsey's 

work stirred up such controversy that the Rockefeller 

Foundation, which had backed the original research, 

withdrew its funding of $100,000 a year. A year after 

the book on female sexuality came out, Kinsey himself 

complained that almost no scientist outside of a few of 

his best friends continued to defend him. 

So, what were the issues the world's best scientists 

had with Kinsey's work? The criticism can be condensed 

into three troublesome points. 

  

Problem #1: Humans as Animals 

Before he began studying human sexuality, Kinsey was 

the world's leading expert on the gall wasp. Trained as a 

zoologist, he saw sex purely as a physiological "animal" 

response. Throughout his books, he continually refers 

to the "human animal." In fact, in Kinsey's opinion, 

there was no moral difference between one sexual 

outlet and any other. In our secular world of moral 

relativism, Kinsey was a radical sexual relativist. As even 

the libertarian anthropologist Margaret Mead 

accurately observed, in Kinsey's view there was no 

moral difference between a man having sex with a 

woman or a sheep. 

In his volume about women, Kinsey likened the 

human orgasm to sneezing. Noting that this ludicrous 

description left out the obvious psychological aspects 

of human sexuality, Brooklyn College anthropologist 

George Simpson observed, "This is truly a monkey-

theory of orgasm." Human beings, of course, differ 

from animals in two very important ways: We can 

think rationally, and we have free will. But in Kinsey's 

worldview, humans differed from animals only when it 

came to procreation. Animals have sex only to 

procreate. On the other hand, human procreation got 

little notice from Kinsey. In his 842-page volume on 

female sexuality, motherhood wasn't mentioned once. 

  

Problem #2: Skewed Samples 

Kinsey often presented his statistics as if they applied 

to average moms, dads, sisters, and brothers. In doing 

so, he claimed 95 percent of American men had 

violated sex-crime laws that could land them in jail. 

Thus Americans were told they had to change their 

sex-offender laws to "fit the facts." But, in reality, 

Kinsey's reports never applied to average people in the 

general population. In fact, many of the men Kinsey 

surveyed were actually prison inmates. Wardell B. 

Pomeroy, Kinsey co-author and an eyewitness to the 

research, wrote that by 1946 the team had taken 

sexual histories from about 1,400 imprisoned sex 

offenders. Kinsey never revealed how many of these 
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criminals were included in his total sample of "about 

5,300" white males. But he did admit including "several 

hundred" male prostitutes. Additionally, at least 317 of 

Kinsey's male subjects were not even adults, but 

sexually abused children. 

Piling error on top of error, about 75 percent of 

Kinsey's adult male subjects volunteered to give their 

sexual histories. As Stanford University psychologist 

Lewis M. Terman observed, volunteers for sex studies 

are two to four times more sexually active than non-

volunteers. 

Kinsey's work didn't improve in his volume on 

women. In fact, he interviewed so few average women 

that he actually had to redefine "married" to include 

any woman who had lived with a man for more than a 

year. This change added prostitutes to his sample of 

"married" women. 

In the December 11, 1949, New York Times, W. 

Allen Wallis, then chairman of the University of 

Chicago's committee on statistics, dismissed "the entire 

method of collecting and presenting the statistics which 

underlie Dr. Kinsey's conclusions:' Wallis noted, "There 

are six major aspects of any statistical research, and 

Kinsey fails on four." 

In short, Kinsey's team researched the most exotic 

sexual behavior in America -- taking hundreds if not 

thousands of case histories from sexual deviants -- and 

then passed off the behavior as sexually "normal," 

"natural;" and "average" (and hence socially and 

morally acceptable). 

  

Problem #3: Faulty Statistics 

Given all this, it's hardly surprising that Kinsey's 

statistics were so deeply flawed that no reputable 

scientific survey has ever been able to duplicate them. 

Kinsey claimed, for instance, that 10 percent of men 

between the ages of 16 and 55 were homosexual. Yet in 

one of the most thorough nationwide surveys on male 

sexual behavior ever conducted, scientists at Battelle 

Human Affairs Research Centers in Seattle found that 

men who considered themselves exclusively 

homosexual accounted for only 1 percent of the 

population. In 1993, Time magazine reported, "Recent 

surveys from France, Britain, Canada, Norway and 

Denmark all point to numbers lower than 10 percent 

and tend to come out in the 1 to 4 percent range." The 

incidence of homosexuality among adults is actually 

"between 1 and 3 percent;" says University of Delaware 

sociology and criminal justice professor Joel Best, 

author of Damned Lies and Statistics. Best observes, 

however, that gay and lesbian activists prefer to use 

Kinsey's long-discredited one-in-ten figure "because it 

suggests that homosexuals are a substantial minority 

group, roughly equal in number to African Americans -- 

too large to be ignored." 

Not surprisingly, Kinsey's numbers showing marital 

infidelity to be harmless also never held up. In one 

Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy study of infidelity, 

85 percent of marriages were damaged as a result, and 

34 percent ended in divorce. Even spouses who stayed 

together usually described their marriages afterwards 

as unhappy. Atlanta psychiatrist Frank Pittman, M.D., 

estimates that among couples who have been married 

for a long time and then divorce, "over 90 percent of 

the divorces involve infidelities." 

Speaking at a 1955 conference sponsored by 

Planned Parenthood, Kinsey pulled another statistical 

bombshell out of his hat. He claimed that of all 

pregnant women, roughly 95 percent of singles and 25 

percent of those who were married secretly aborted 

their babies. A whopping 87 percent of these 

abortions, he claimed, were performed by bona fide 

doctors. Thus he gave scientific authority to the notion 

that abortion was already a common medical 

procedure -- and should thus be legal. 

  

Living with the Wreckage 

When Reader's Digest asked popular sex therapist 

Ruth Westheimer what she thought of Kinsey's 

misinformation, she reportedly replied, "I don't care 
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much about what is correct and is not correct. Without 

him, I wouldn't be Dr. Ruth." 

But Kinsey's deceptions do matter today, because 

we're still living with the Kinsey model of sexuality. It 

permeates our entire culture. As Best observes, bad 

statistics are significant for many reasons: "They can be 

used to stir up public outrage or fear, they can distort 

our understanding of our world, and they can lead us to 

make poor policy choices." 

In a 1951 Journal of Social Psychology study, 

psychology students at the University of California, Los 

Angeles, were divided into three groups: Some students 

took an intensive nine-week course on Kinsey's findings, 

while the other two groups received no formal Kinsey 

instruction. Afterward, the students took a quiz testing 

their attitudes about sex. Compared with those who 

received no Kinsey training, those steeped in Kinseyism 

were seven times as likely to view premarital sex more 

favorably than they did before and twice as likely to 

look more favorably on adultery. After Kinsey, the 

percentage of students open to a homosexual 

experience soared from 0 to 15 percent. Students 

taught Kinseyism were also less likely to let religion 

influence their sexual behavior and less apt to follow 

sexual rules taught by their parents. 

  

Influencing Court Decisions 

Kinsey's pseudoscience arguably did the most damage 

through our court systems. That's where attorneys used 

the researcher's "facts" to repeal or weaken laws 

against abortion, pornography, obscenity, divorce, 

adultery, and sodomy. In the May 1950 issue of 

Scientific Monthly, New York City attorney Morris Ernst 

(who represented Kinsey, Margaret Sanger, the 

American Civil Liberties Union, and Planned 

Parenthood) outlined his ambitious legal plan for 

Kinsey's findings. "We must remember that there are 

two parts to law," Ernst said. One was "the finding of 

the facts" (Kinsey's job); the other was applying those 

findings in court (Ernst's job). Noting that the law 

needed more tools "to aid in its search for the truth," 

the attorney argued for "new rules," under which 

"facts" like Kinsey's would be introduced into court 

cases in the same way judges allowed other scientific 

tools, such as fingerprints, lie-detector results, and 

blood tests. The inexhaustible Ernst also urged the 

courts to revise laws concerning the institution of 

marriage. 

The legal fallout from Kinsey's work continues. The 

U.S. Supreme Court's historic 2003 decision striking 

down sodomy laws was the offshoot of a long string of 

court cases won largely on the basis of Kinsey's 

research. And 50 years of precedents set by Kinsey's 

"false 10 percent" are now being used in states like 

Massachusetts to redefine marriage. 

  

A Sorry Legacy 

Inspired by the first Kinsey report, Hugh Hefner 

founded Playboy in 1953. A decade later, Helen Gurley 

Brown turned Cosmopolitan into a sex magazine for 

women. Even today magazines like Self and Glamour 

continue to quote Kinsey with respect, never 

acknowledging the grave errors riddling his research. 

An estimated 30,000 Web sites offer pornography, and 

U.S. producers churn out 600 hard-core adult videos 

each month. Although reliable figures are difficult to 

come by, the U.S. sex industry pulls in an estimated 

$2.5 billion to $10 billion a year. Clearly, we're living 

Kinsey's legacy. 

In his book The End of Sex, an obituary of the 

sexual revolution, Esquire contributor George Leonard 

accurately observed that "wherever we have split 'sex' 

from love, creation, and the rest of life . . . we have 

trivialized and depersonalized the act of love itself." 

Treasuring others solely for their sexuality strips them 

of their humanity. When Kinsey tore the mystery of 

love from human sexuality, he abandoned us all to a 

sexually broken world.  

 

Sue Ellin Browder is an award-winning investigative 

journalist and co-author, with her husband, Walter, of 
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101 Secrets a Good Dad Knows. This article originally 

appeared in the May 2004 issue of crisis Magazine. 

 

 


