
  
    
  


  
    [image: Tower Press Books]

    
      Copyright © 2015 Tower Press Books, LLC.

      po box 24767 fort worth tx 76124

      www.towerpressbooks.com

    


    
      Essays and preface Copyright © 1998–2015 James A. Patrick.

      Intruduction Copyright © 2015 Thomas Howard.

      Edited by B. R. Mullikin.

      All rights reserved.

    


    
      isbn: 978-1-942786-00-9 (cloth)

      isbn: 978-1-942786-01-6 (paper)

      isbn: 978-1-942786-02-3 (epub)

    


    
      Library of Congress Control Number: 2015930088
    


    
      These essays were originally published in Tradition from 1998 to 2011 by The College of Saint Thomas More.
    


    
      Read for free at www.thelastmen.com.
    


    
      Renovellari veritate
    

  


  
    Preface


    These essays were published by the College of Saint Thomas More in Tradition between 1998 and 2011 and were a continuation of the Institute Papers, the first number of which appeared in 1986. Visibly the College of Saint Thomas More was a community of undergraduates and tutors, but its mission was supported by a larger group of benefactors and occasional participants whose generosity made its corporate life possible year after year. Both the Institute Papers and Tradition were aimed at engaging this wider audience, and especially our benefactors, in matters of cultural and intellectual significance.


    The phrase “permanent things” occurred in a broadcast talk T. S. Eliot gave in 1937 which was published in The Listener and appended to his Idea of a Christian Society in 1939. “Conservatism is too often conservation of the wrong things; liberalism a relaxation of discipline; revolution a denial of the permanent things.” The phrase was then popularized by Russell Kirk in his Enemies of the Permanent Things in 1993. Essays on Modernity and the Permanent Things was the subtitle of Tradition during the years of its publication.


    If these essays share a theme it is the critical relation between an idea or ideal that belongs to the intellectual patrimony of Christendom and modernity, that nexus of cultural pathologies which while it offers unbounded technical progress involves the unwary and unguarded in spiritual desolation. Ours is an age of revolution which was incipient in the fall of Lucifer, prophesied by the Renaissance and Enlightenment, and perfected in the series of wars between the motley crew committed to the defense of Eliot’s permanent things, broadly the flawed, humane, Christian tradition, and the apostles of modernity, that succession inaugurated by Ockham and perfected in his contemporary auxiliaries, Richard Rorty and Peter Singer.


    The essays that comprise this volume are eclectic, touching on matters theological, literary, political, and cultural. The topics were generated partly by events, partly by my own interests, but most significantly by the topics important in the College, in which there was an on-going conversation based in the books and ideas that formed the curriculum. Occasionally these essays touch on current events, and in one or two cases may have been outrun by them.


    I thank Sharon Kirk, my long-time assistant at the College, who edited and composed the essays for the Tradition format, and to Ben Mullikin who collected and edited them and brought this volume to completion.


    James Patrick, Epiphany 2015

  


  
    Introduction


    Among the artifacts that turn up as archaeologists rummage among the traces of protohistoric civilizations, it is usually easy to identify the items that belong to human as opposed to mere animal life. Cooking and hunting utensils, ceramic or metal vessels, rudimentary dwellings, and of course weapons, offer themselves for the scholars’ delectation. But what do we do with the objects that elude our categories? Sooner or later the diggers find themselves invoking the category “religion.” Worship. Would this little structure over here by any chance be an altar? And what are these amulets? And this totem here—is it a god?


    The point here, of course, is that we cannot study Man for very long without coming upon objects that suggest human concerns that reach beyond the daily business of food (hunting and fishing) and defense (against weather and foes). This rum creature Man seems, from the beginning, to have felt that there must be propitiation. He seems bedeviled by Something that arches high above the business of food, shelter, and safety, and that watches him, judges him, and calls for a response.


    Interestingly enough, in mulling over those intractable physical necessities that have always beleaguered human life, we—the archaeologists, historians, and the rest of us—bring into play the notion of Progress. As the centuries pass, things get better: more convenient; more efficient; more comfortable. So it would seem to be obvious that “later is better.” Washing machines are better than scrub-boards. A gasoline-driven vehicle is better than an ox-cart. Anesthesia is better than biting down on a stick while they saw my leg off. So far so good. Obviously progress marks almost every aspect of our history.


    But in recent centuries, especially in the West, a corollary has attached itself to this notion of progress, namely that progress marks not only the physical and mechanical aspects of human life but applies also to ourselves. We know more than our forebears: that would most certainly be the case. But—or so goes this augmented idea of human progress—we are smarter; we are more enlightened; we are in a position to patronize these forebears. “Ah: such and such an idea was sovereign among primitive men, and determined their picture of themselves.” They (or we) hung onto these ideas for millennia—the gods, judgment, a moral order, propitiation, nay our very nature as created. But all of that petered out somewhere late in time. That pageant of a transcendent order with which everything must answer ebbed away. Men had, until then, supposed that there is That Which is fundamentally fruitful and salvific (the Good), and there is That Which is fundamentally destructive (Evil). And they also supposed that we men must order our thoughts, imaginations, choices, and actions to that bright pageant.


    On that view, we men ignore this to our peril. Furthermore—or so went the ancient idea—we must somehow reckon with it, bow to it, and govern ourselves in accord with it. The notion of an Absentee Landlord, brought into play late in time as a sort of pis aller when it turned out that gods had decamped, seemed useful.


    But it would not quite do. To be sure, it was difficult at first to shuffle off the notion, common to our humanity, that we were created to adore. Hence altars and bloody sacrifices and amulets and taboos and fear. They were around until—until when? 1960? Who can say? We had felt called to account for what we do. The moray eels and antelopes and crocodiles can get on with their business; but we men had better jolly well build an altar here or a temple there. Or so supposed every tribe, culture, and civilization that presented themselves to the archaeologists, anthropologists, and historians.


    This line of thought prevailed, as I say, for millennia. But then came rudimentary, then advanced, techniques of measurement, and lenses and crucibles and propulsion, and higher mathematics. And eventually a thought edged its way into our minds: we can now scan the whole Universe. And we haven’t spotted God or His heaven. Ergo.…


    All cult and all moral codes sprang from this awareness that we were bidden by the god to acknowledge him (or her, in some ancient cases). Hence the altars and totems and mumbo-jumbo. The deity must be propitiated, lest we find ourselves smitten with thunderbolts.


    We decided that we knew better. There was no deity who had made us for Himself. We are the masters of our fate, we are the captains of our souls. We will set about building a world that has grown up—“come of age” was a popular phrase in the 1960’s. We will shoulder our lonely responsibility for ourselves. We will decide what is good for us.


    In James Patrick’s Essays on Modernity, we contemplate the society we have built in the light of such suppositions. The idea that an author like Dr. Patrick is a mere laudator temporis acti is not infrequently invoked to dismiss his work. But that attempt would be grotesquely misbegotten in the case of the book we have in our hands here. If we find The Past lauded here, it might be that this past is worth lauding—for what it supposed—and feared. In what follows, there is not one page or paragraph that is not undergirded by sober and massive considerations, all of them grounded in the ancient wisdom that our epoch has jettisoned.


    Here we invited to contemplate a senate whose members include Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Thomas, Palestrina, Mozart, Alfred of Wessex, Shakespeare (viz. his Henry v), St. Thomas More, Piers the Plowman, the church of Santa Pudenziana at Ravenna, and a thousand other worthies. They all testify to the Order bespoken in the following book. Words such as virtue, nobility, chastity, valor, self-denial, heroism, Truth, Beauty, and Goodness, appear unabashedly here—words that either embarrass our contemporaries or invite catcalls.


    The reader may decide whether the ancient vision of things or the contemporary vision answers to what rings true to him.



    Thomas Howard

  


  
    Hope and Glory


    
      And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all flesh see it together.


      Isaiah 40:5

    


    When Henry v leaps to the wagon bed and addresses his cousin Westmoreland with words that make his happy few eager to fight and die at Agincourt on Saint Crispin’s Day, even the modern hearer kindles with courage.


    When Churchill, perhaps the same text ringing in his imagination, recited the debt of Britain to those few who had driven the Luftwaffe from the skies and roared out his defiance to Hitler, the world’s backbone stiffened and the West began to hope.


    When the Sacred Host is elevated in the context established by Palestrina or Mozart and defined by the orotund and fathomless Latin of Gregory the Great, earth and heaven are joined and the divine charity seems palpable.


    When the last lines of a Rachmaninov concerto die away, the shape of glory hangs in the air. Matter, in the words of Gilson, “enters by anticipation into something like the state of glory promised to it by theologians at the end of time.”


    Glory is the effulgence, finally, of beauty, but first of virtue, of goodness, and hence of the One who is perfectly good. In Henry v, glory is the radiance that belongs to courage. Glory is inextricably related to hope in such a way that a world without glory, a world without those images of virtue and beauty which are the splendor of truth, is always a hopeless world. The human heart, made to know God, longs to see His glory, so that a world in which glory does not somehow shine is unnaturally alienated from its source.


    Yet modernity, our time and place, often seems especially inglorious. One need only compare children’s books of the 1930s with those of the ’90s. The child who then might have imagined becoming a princess may now become a case worker, not by desire but because vision fails. The epic has made its way from the tales of Trollope to the cowboys epic to John Updike’s Rabbit novels. Events cannot justify righteousness if there exists no righteousness to justify. Man who is made for a moral adventure, and hence for glory, unless he become servile and prescind from the very form of man, will not be content with a pension. He is, in Russia, often drunk, or, in the West, high on one of the narcotics supplied so copiously by the free market. Unchallenged by the achievement of the good for himself, he finds it easy to hate the good which others possess. Thus Germain Greer will describe Mother Theresa as a religious imperialist and Edward Kennedy will describe St. Thomas More as narrow.


    Denied the human good and denying it, we moderns tend to be dæmonic, becoming the superman foretold by Nietzsche: Charles Manson, James Jones, Stalin, Hitler, Pol Pot, those great examples of self-actualization set loose by a world in which anything is possible because the good cannot be uttered, much less engaged. In such circumstances, we sometimes turn upon the good, sometimes to the counterfeit glory which the pleasure of power gives, or else sometimes die of broken hearts. If modern life seems small, this is perhaps because we have denied ourselves the realities that blossom in glory.


    Why must this be? Why must glory be driven from our particular time and place? It is not surely because ordinary people of typical sensibilities and unremarkable education are less able, at least occasionally, to love the truly noble or cherish large hopes now than in the ninth or nineteenth centuries. The natural law cannot be erased from the human heart. But that goodness which belongs to the very nature of man is likely to be obscured when the new class of professional keepers of popular culture sets out in print and law to defend their personal interest in a theory which denies all those things that lead toward truth. In a traditional society, it is the function of those responsible to represent the great goods in and to the population. Kings, priests, and prophets exist in order to awaken conscience and clarify intellect, to make subjects and pupils less like cattle and more like men. But those who rule by violence have other interests, and their first interest is in keeping questions of truth from arising to infect and complicate the free exercise of power and the reign of unreason. For this, such doctrines as the wall of separation and the ultimate unknowability of reality are infinitely useful. If truth does not exist, politicians may purchase their power through a half-deliberate program of directing the governed toward secondary ends and especially to pleasure and away from the order of reality.


    Second, glory presupposes an order, because there is neither goodness nor beauty without order or form, and wherever there is form, the egalitarian philosophy which now lies at the core of life is challenged. Egalitarianism insists that the only order among men is equality. Equality is a concept relevant principally to a world of quantity, to mathematics and, perhaps, geometry. But men are beings of quality, degree, and form, and since education is a human thing, its purpose is not to create equality, even equality of opportunity, but aristocracy, the possibility and love of the best.


    There are, of course, many, many kinds of aristocracy. Napoleon’s famous aristocracy of talent, used by the triumphant Bonaparte to wreck the partly empty and stultifying, partly admirable, old order of France, has it’s place. Intellectual virtue itself constitutes an aristocracy among whom Plato and Aristotle are paragons. The aristocracy that belongs to responsibility accepted is a real aristocracy, indispensable in any society. But the greatest and defining is the aristocracy of virtue. This is an aristocracy from which no man may be kept by circumstance, open equally to the children of the poor and rich, though harder, perhaps, for the latter to achieve. This is an aristocracy, always partly, perhaps even substantially, hidden, which bears as its highest standard the mark of the cross, which is always imperfectly known because its story is not of itself. This aristocracy in its highest human term is called the saints, men and women who undertook the challenge of the human vocation in the light of love for God, and who prevailed on some field, whether of small responsibilities patiently borne or some great political goal and good.


    And if hierarchies depending upon the good constitute reality, it follows that humility, not self-actualization or the pursuit of rights, is the great personal characteristic among those communities in which the best becomes incarnate. The saints have always felt surrounded by their betters, while the low in soul have feared that their great capacities and talents would go unappreciated. The hope that belongs to glory is often obscured for us because the existence of any objective order presupposes a humility that is not only hard to attain in ordinary circumstances but unintelligible to most moderns. Educated as we are to accept the Hobbesian warfare of equals, of each against all as a way of life, existence becomes a war pursued on the grounds that one man is as good as another. Yet in the objective world, rich in a variety of beings, there is a cause for wonder and for the deep realization of the good intrinsic to other beings to whom I am unequal, to whom I am related by means of a multiplicity of hierarchies, whose glory I share by the recognition of my own just place and my own littleness.


    Finally, glory has fled from the modern world because it has been counterfeited by tyrants to give a spurious note of hope to regimes by nature hopeless. The dictators of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, all men who rode to power through superior insight regarding the weaknesses of human nature, who understood that the human soul craves those images of glory that are rooted ultimately in the image of God, provided compelling, secondary, social images which diverted attention from reality while seeming to represent it. The uniforms of the Fascists and the march-pasts of the Soviets are celebrations of a spurious order based not on justice but on mere power. They overawe but do not elevate. The rallies sponsored endlessly by National Socialism, in which order evoked a glory-like banality, were perhaps the antecedents of the rock concerts in which the elevation of sensibilities has given way to degradation. The uniforms of Nixon’s White House staff, like the Victor Emanuel monument, fail because these are over-strained and superficial references to an order that on the level of the good and true did not exist. Glory is the splendor that belongs to truth. Things human can have no glory that is not derived from Him to Whom all glory must be given.


    In the twentieth century hope and glory will exist in pockets, in persons, and in memory, and as a kind of implication that peeps around corners and haunts recollection. Glory can exist at all only where and when it is given to God, that is, only when the glory that breaks into this world is seen not as a possession of this world but as a gift. The defense of the possibility of glory and hence of hope is among the first of human duties. That defense must be conducted chiefly on two battlefields.


    The first is obviously the academy. Education, as Bacon and a hundred others noted, is the business of teaching the young whom to obey and what to admire. It is at its heart not the mathematical exercise of inculcating equality, but the human enterprise of forming judgment toward the good and the honorable, the beautiful and the true. Schools are schools of reality. If God is the ultimate reality, no school that claims to know nothing of Him or pleads unwillingness to say what it knows is likely to be useful. This means that in order to keep alive the human hope, believers will be engaged in the creation of schools in which it is possible to name, love, and serve the best, ultimately to serve God.


    The second battlefield is the sacred liturgy, which now exists and will exist into the foreseeable future as an arena of contest. Those responsible for, or at least most influential upon, the liturgy of the Roman Catholic Church are sometimes themselves imperfectly educated bureaucrats whose highest categories are affect, communication, and participation. Their confusion of banality with significance is often relentless and their message is clear. There is no order to space, no order of time, no moral order, no beauty, and no glory. The post-modern worship space with its asymmetrical arrangement, with the Eucharistic presence of Christ removed, with prominence given to the presbyterial or presidential chair, is the spatial icon of a theology of hopeless ignobility. The degraded music, the ecclesiastical off-scourings of pop culture, reinforces this image. Inversions abound. The laity act as clerics and clerics as laity. Art is challenging, not beautiful. Historicisms are introduced selectively and tradition ignored wile we gather in a circle holding hands. The elegant Latin of the Novus Ordo is avoided in favor of a freely interpreted English. And the congregation, of course, responds by coming into the presence of the King of Kings dressed as they would not dare to be dressed when they approach the local Lord of their computer section on Monday morning and by behaving with a patronizing familiarity they would not easily employ with their banker.


    The picture is perhaps overdrawn. All of these aspects of liturgical decay seldom occur together. But the picture is not fanciful. A faithful laity confronts this inglorious disorder as it would any other barbarian invasions: with suffering accepted and assent withheld, willing always to give an account of their own faith and unflinching in their hope and prayer for relief. The only victory available at present is the realization of the truth and the giving of the right names to things. The frequent failure of the Catholic Church to realize the noble simplicity for which the Second Vatican Council called and the triumph instead, not always, but all too often, of ignoble banality is a very great evil, but it is an evil that must be borne with grace. Luther believed at first that, if the Holy Father knew, he would stop the abuses; but Luther gave up too soon and overestimated the power of the Holy See to effect its will. The temporary obscuring of the glory of the liturgy, a glory which is nevertheless always and truly present, may be God’s plan for purifying the Church, for directing us to a pure love for Christ beyond the surface of the celebration. It may be punishment permitted to the Church instead of wars and plagues, but it is, nonetheless, a very great evil which, while it must be borne, must never be accepted.


    And it must never be accepted precisely because the vision of glory is the key to hope and because the acceptance of anything less than the most glorious order attainable is a betrayal of the good. Men long for form even when the acceptance of form will be painful, and we rejoice in the glory of Rachmaninov even when we do not know its origin. The Church of Jesus Christ is the ultimate repository of the images of every good, every beauty, and every truth. Courage shouted from a wagon bed touches us because in it we see a glory that is more than human. To forgo that glory, or to forget that it is more than human, is to conspire in the destruction of souls.

  


  
    The President and the Saint, or, What the President Knew


    It is easy to criticize George Bush. He started a war on the basis of what in the rear view mirror seems to have been flawed intelligence. He has indulged a congress that has created a huge deficit. He is frequently viewed by his political adversaries as insufficiently sensitive, indeed as stubborn to the point of arrogance. He would not from my parochial point of view make very good dinner company, being as he is a combination of Yale, up-east wealth, Midland oil money, and evangelical religion, all things beyond my ken.


    These things duly noted, George Bush is the advocate of a great and just idea at the imperial moment in the history of the United States. The armies of the United States are in Iraq, and in Afghanistan, Bosnia, Macedonia, Korea, and Germany because we are an empire. Empire is the form politics takes when a country, a patria, projects its power beyond its borders. That this occurs in human affairs with predictable regularity is both providential and ironic; providential because at a certain stage in the lives of nations empire is likely to occur, ironic because empire is seldom chosen in any simple sense and in the long run may be damaging to the country it represents. And ironic as well because imperial power, which may be born of a lust for domination, may also be at least in part the result of virtue, of the ability of a society to govern itself well, to organize its efforts effectively, and to provide abundance. Sometimes imperial exercises are rooted in religion. The Islamic empire that stretched from Spain to Indonesia was intended to bring the blessings of Islam to subject peoples, and if their rhetoric is to be believed every colonial advance of the European powers into the New World was motivated by a desire to bring Christianity to Native Americans. Even the Russian empire was presented as the inevitable advance not of an army but of an idea.


    In fact the creation of empires is motivated by ideas and circumstances too complex to catalog. In part empire building is motivated by a desire for political stability, even peace. If you are in Rome and the Volsci persist in raiding your town, you may finally use Roman power to bring the Volsci under Roman authority. But beyond the Volsci are the Samnites, and beyond them is Capua. And across the sea there is Carthage, then Egypt, then Britain. Empire may also be, and in modern times almost always has been, motivated to some degree by the often illusory dream of economic advantage. It was British policy that trade without compulsion was desirable, but trade based upon compulsion was sometimes in the imperial interest. Virginia was a for-profit mercantile adventure, and so little were the British interested in actually governing India that the enterprise was left in the hands of the East India Company from 1625 to 1773.


    The dangers of empire to the founding country are manifest. Empire presupposes a belief in the superiority of one’s own civilization that courts hubris, especially if it is true. The empire may provide opportunity for an overpopulated upper class as in Rome and Britain, but it is always draining power and competence from the center to the periphery. Empires often fail to win the consent of the governed, so that maintaining empire may become an exercise in force of arms leading finally to either admission of failure or brutal suppression, as with Roman power in Judea and Carthage. But often empires are seen by their subjects as blessings. Many of the Germans along the northern frontiers simply wanted to pillage; others wanted to move into the Roman Empire to enjoy its relative peace and prosperity.


    The United States is now an empire. Protests against our imperial enterprise began early, with an outcry against the foolishness of the admittedly unconstitutional Louisiana Purchase, and continued throughout the nineteenth century with Whig objections against westward expansion during the 1840s, doubts about the role the United States played in colonizing the Philippines, and America First movements intended to counter American involvement in European wars. None of these was effective, because becoming an empire is not the result of a conscious policy but of circumstances, necessity, noble motives, and self-interest. Understanding this is background to any reasonable judgment about George Bush’s idea.


    Throughout the run up to the Iraq war and ever after, Mr. Bush has talked about democracy. I do not believe that this rhetoric is entirely, or even substantially, cynical, although it may in part be an apology for a war begun for less noble motives. And perhaps one cannot know precisely what President Bush means by democracy. He probably does not intend to encourage the march toward popular sovereignty that the Greeks saw as the last stop on the road to tyranny. He has, however, for whatever reasons, gotten one thing right. What he has gotten right is not a political point, not a conservative-liberal issue, but at least the ghost of a philosophical point that might have been taken out of the Summa theologica of Saint Thomas Aquinas. Beneath all the talk about freedom there is a presupposition, and it is that there is in human nature an indelible shape that unites all mankind, a shape that may be obscured but not destroyed. Called the natural law by philosophers and theologians, this universal shape is not always easy to see. It may be obscured by faulty education or tradition or false religion. Do the Chinese, who seem content to be governed by an iron-clad gerontocracy that has not changed much since the second millennium bc indeed have the same human nature as the Italians, for whom rules are often just suggestions? Is it true that the Russians like tyranny; hard as in the case of Stalinism, softer but no less real under Mr. Putin? One suspects that Mr. Bush would answer each of these in the negative, believing as he does that every person has the natural right to pursue truth and goodness without coercion. In politics this means that although government may derive its authority from God, just government must rest on some significant degree of consent.


    Of course in America the president’s defense of freedom is obscured by a history in which freedom means many things. It may mean what the Federalists called ordered liberty. It may mean what Rousseau called freedom, which seems to have been the untrammeled right to indulge one’s choices. But the very fact that an argument as to just what freedom is exists, suggests that it is a fundamental human category, and Mr. Bush has discovered, developed, or stumbled upon this important idea. Perhaps George Bush learned to value freedom at Yale, although the notion that he was taught at Yale that human nature has a permanent shape is unlikely. More probably, George Bush’s advocacy of freedom is an implication of his Christianity. But somewhere along the way learn it he did, and it has become an article of evangelical faith. The Middle East may come unstuck in an instant, but in some way, Aquinas implicitly in hand, the president is determined to establish the idea that freedom is a universal desire and a fundamental condition for a just society. So fundamental is freedom that God has steadfastly refused to take it away from a fallen world in which freedom has led and still leads to destruction. But a more significant kind of destruction would be the destruction of the human person. On the day after the Fall, God might have concluded that the great experiment had failed. He might have prevented the whole fiasco by recreating man without freedom. He might have skewed the result by not only telling our first parents that if they disobeyed they would die but also by showing them realistic visions of hell. But the Lord God almighty chose to be known by reason and faith on the part of free men and women. God is not coercive in the matters that are most important, which leads Bible-believing Christians like the President to the conclusion that man has the responsibility not to be coercive with respect to other men and to defend human freedom with whatever power one possesses.


    In this pursuit Mr. Bush has wandered upon some very uncertain moral territory. Although the idea is never stated very clearly, he is assuming that there is a fundamental dimension of human knowledge that is not immediately dependent on revealed knowledge of the Blessed Trinity or submission to the will of Allah. The importance of this idea for postmodernity can hardly be overstated. It is the only possible basis upon which a tolerable civil society can be built among a population that includes Catholics, Presbyterians, Arab secularists in the United States; Muslims, Kurds, Sunnis, Shiites, and Christians in Iraq, and in a world that includes all these things and many more. One of the great difficulties of Islamic society has been the general absence of an explicit source of this idea that freedom is a precondition of that natural shape of justice that is rooted in human nature. If there is no realm in which the common reason of mankind moves, if every action is immediately theological, and if God matters most, as is proper, there can be nothing but warfare among those of differing convictions; everyone who differs being not only an infidel but a blasphemer.


    If freedom is the most fundamental human category, the condition for any morally significant action, what of the order that makes the just life possible? In the end order must be an expression of freedom, because finally order must be chosen, or, in the case of organic societies, assumed. It was Pericles’ boast that Athenians were the greatest Greeks because they were self-commanding men, men in whom the form of the good had been chosen or accepted, not, like the Spartans, men who had been made good citizens by coercion. The link between freedom and order is education, not merely knowledge in the modern secularist sense, but education of the heart. Every pre-modern society knew that educating its citizens for virtue was the primary duty of the civilization. Education illustrates, teaches, encourages, exhorts, praises and blames; but it proceeds on the assumption that neither conscience nor intellect can justly be coerced. True education always defends patience against the claims of perfect and immediate order, since order must be learned and chosen. In the public square one of the great considerations in American history has been the duty of law to teach. Libertarians like Mr. Jefferson leaned toward the view expressed by the Declaration of the Rights of Man, which proclaims the right of every person to do as he chooses so long as his action does not interfere with the rights of another. Jefferson famously proclaimed that it made no difference to him whether his neighbor believed in one god or twenty. We now know that Mr. Jefferson was mistaken. The end of Mr. Jefferson’s moral philosophy is the low level, undeclared war of each against all. A justice of the Supreme Court has written that every citizen has the right to determine the meaning of life, with the implication that this right is sufficient grounds for the destruction of the unborn or for the parodying of the sacrament of marriage.


    On the other hand there has been the view that the first purpose of law is not to punish but to teach. The underlying difficulty is that freedom means more than one thing. For modern mothers to be able to render themselves sterile, and, that failing, to kill their children, seems the most fundamental freedom to some Americans. For executives not to be able to make sums of money equal to the budgets of small nation-states seems to be tyranny. Having won one round, Aquinas in hand, if Mr. Bush is to finish the job he will have to face the possibility that freedom may mean the coercive destruction of all that shadow of the good that inhabits Islamic society, and its assimilation to western liberalism. This threat is the power in Osama bin Ladin’s jihad. It may be that there are Iraqis, not fanatics, who do not view western liberalism as liberation. In fact, setting aside the murderous fanaticism of the Wahabbis, Islam is a mixed bag that as a system is destructive, but which in its parts contains reminiscences of fundamental truths. Moslems are not atheists. Islam’s surreal defense of the family is the fatal corruption of a good the West is in danger of forgetting. Islam’s insistence that women only occupy their traditional domestic domain, enforced always by intimidation and occasionally by murder, is a manifest, intolerable injustice built upon a fact of human nature that the West has chosen to ignore.


    Whether freedom in Iraq will mean the destruction of every public value in the name of moral libertarianism, as is increasingly the case in the West, whether it will prove impossible to locate the idea of freedom within Islam, or whether the idea of freedom George Bush found in the Bible or St. Thomas just might be established with partial success, changing the lives of millions and indeed making the world a safer place, is still unclear. We can only pray for the last, it being the only alternative to perpetual jihad.


    Whatever the outcome in Iraq, it will remain true that the empire of the United States is an unavoidable work of providence, a danger, an opportunity, a fact. The United States is not and cannot now be Portugal or Luxembourg. It cannot even behave like Canada, like Gaul offering moral advice to the government that kept the northern barbarians out of Gallic vineyards for four centuries. All that can be hoped is that in this imperial moment hubris will be checked by restraint. The idea of freedom that the President represents is also a fact, and advocating this fact with the power of empire is not pointless, wicked, or cynical. Oddly, those who seem to see this most clearly are the soldiers on the ground. If the reenlistment rate means anything, it suggests that they see a morally significant issue and a noble effort that is obscure to those of us who sit, like Romans of the fifth century, surrounded by the culture of wealth and comfort, enlapped, at least temporarily, by peace, all secured for us by the armies on the Rhine.

  


  
    The Nobility of Sacred Doctrine: A Reflection on Question One Article One


    
      Among all human pursuits, the pursuit of wisdom is more perfect, more noble, more useful, and more full of joy.


      Aquinas, Summa contra gentiles

    


    Perhaps we are all familiar with the nascent graduate student who loves thinking about God, who wants to be a teacher, and who, if he is to be a teacher, must have an advanced degree in theology. Here I am thinking of lay persons. He or she will make an appointment, and will ask where he should pursue his degree. Dissimulation will follow. We know that for the sake of his or her future—surely he will want marriage and a family—that we must recommend a PhD Program, a program in the history of doctrine or the sociology of religion or that citadel of relativism called comparative religion or that platypus of learning known as Catholic Studies. And we will make this recommendation with the hope that along the way our prospective graduate student will learn some theology, for in most of the programs enumerated above he or she will hear of theology as the revealed doctrine of God to which intellect owes obedience only occasionally and not often in a positive light. Theology-like topics will be treated as interesting, sometimes important, historical or cultural artifacts, as psychologically important, as examples of a genre called religion, and it will be possible for our graduate student, if he is a faithful Catholic, to be fed inferential crumbs that suggest these things were once really believed and really stoked the fires of life. But the task of learning anything of Sacred Doctrine will be all his, because his professors will more often than not be embarrassed by the existence of faith, which they will, as half-conscious followers of Schleiermacher, consider mere feeling generated by those who must depend upon some strong illusion, or else emotional attachments having no value as truth and no status as science. It must be said with regret that should our graduate student choose a Catholic faculty in the United States rather than some mythical secular foundation, his fare might not be too different, although there would be numerous exceptions. His danger in our American faculty would be that, in addition to all the weaknesses above recited, he will receive on what seems to be the authority of the Church a dose of gentle and plausible modernism, usually involving the idea common since Schweitzer that the conviction that Christianity might be proved historically true by the Second Advent has been largely abandoned, so that the purpose of theology is to teach mankind, in the words of the Renew Prayer, to recreate the earth, a project which would seem, given the difficulty the average Catholic has in staying out of sin day by day, to involve an unjustified sanguinity.


    Wherever our prospective student turns he will be met not by credulousness, not by unwarranted fervor, but by embarrassment, by an attempt to make theology fit, to tame it into something that it is not.


    Now this is a problem for which I have no solution beyond pointing out that there are one or two places that might be exceptions. My purpose here is to reconsider in a reflective and simple way the nobility of Sacred Doctrine as it is proposed by St. Thomas in that excellent work for beginners the Summa theologica. I do this because I want to remember the majestic and honorable and preeminent place of Sacred Doctrine. And in the case of the advice we would give our prospective graduate student, we would have no choice but to direct him to the study of theology as the noblest science, superior to every other science because its object is the God of Glory and because it is of all science most certain, resting as it does upon the revealed word of God.


    If he decides to study theology, his career will be limited; he will find work, if at all, in a Catholic College, but he will also have found joy. Our work as teachers is to remind our theoretical student that a choice lies before him. He may either study something historical or sociological that passes itself off as Sacred Doctrine or at least as a substitute for it. Or he may study Sacred Doctrine intrinsically noble, perfectly engaged with reality human and divine. But he will need to be convinced of the instinctive nobility of theology in a world that denies its existence and its relevance.


    We might initiate this conversation by noting that St. Thomas’ first question begins by asking the very question that my hypothetical professor of religious studies might well ask, anticipating, of course, an answer in the negative: is there anything that lies beyond philosophy, beyond the grasp of reason, beyond the confines of this world’s history, that is either knowable or worth studying? And Thomas knows that somebody will say, “Don’t be ridiculous, philosophy, natural knowledge, covers it all; there’s nothing out there to study, Sacred Doctrine is just a superstition.” And our gainsayer might also point out that philosophy can tell us all there is to know about God, for instance that He exists. Aristotle has already done all that. No need for a discipline beyond philosophy.


    Against this St. Thomas cites a text from ii Timothy: all scripture is profitable for instruction. And we might say, “What kind of argument is that?” Well it isn’t an argument, it’s an authority, and the assumption it undergirds is that the most important book in the world isn’t philosophy and isn’t simply the work of human reason. This sounds jejune, but is it? That the Bible is not a work of human reason is obvious. Human reason doesn’t talk about the prophetic vision of a new creation, missions to Nineveh, the transcendent wisdom of God, God becoming man, miracles, the Resurrection, Pentecost, regeneration through grace and faith. Somebody might say, “Of course theology isn’t reasonable; it’s a work of human imagination, human fantasy.” But find, please, another story told by fantasy or philosophy in which God is love, in which the Creator of the world prefers small things, in which being sorrowful is a great good, in which taking up one’s cross is the heart of the matter, in which obeying the civil authorities is commanded while resisting their ultimate claims is rewarded with martyrdom.


    So to this claim, that there is at least one book that speaks from beyond the confines of philosophy, Thomas adds an argument that appeals to the very shape of human nature. We all know that there are things about human life that exceed reason’s grasp; indeed most things important to the human heart, although moving significantly within the range of reason, exceed reason’s grasp. The nobility of Sacred Doctrine begins with its refusal to consider man a clever animal, at home in the world, bound by history, confined to this created order, and with the consequent refusal to limit knowledge to human reason. What St. Thomas is doing is validating every vision of glory man has ever enjoyed and putting to shame those cynics who warn us not to aspire to anything beyond our animal nature. Thomas will in the long run tell us that it is our destiny to see God and to rejoice in the New Creation, that beyond every partial human longing there is a face we long to see and a voice we long to hear. If we are to see that face and hear that voice, it will be because we desire and have been given knowledge that lies beyond human reason.


    This, far from being a dead topic, is at the heart of the contemporary debate, and answering this question involves the defense of the noblest aspects of both truth and human nature. One might range on one side Walker Percy, convinced that the contemporary pursuit of spurious transcendence through drugs, sex, and travel is an indication of our inexpungeable longing for a homeland which is elsewhere, and one might add the testimony of Tolkien that he had never known a man in whom there was not something of the exile.


    And it is the power of this idea that challenges those who do not believe there is anything beyond philosophy. One can see the entire intellectual history of the period after 1830 as an attack on Question One, Article One. What after all, was the effect, if not the purpose, of Darwinism other than to display mankind as products not of a loving God, as children not of a loving father but of the serpent? Catholics may be interested in reinterpreting evolution so that it includes some kind of design, but Darwin was not. Add Freud’s argument that religion cannot touch reality but always represents illusion. Add B. F. Skinner and John Watson, and what does one have but an extended argument that there is nothing beyond natural knowledge, because there is nothing there to know? Whatever the particular scientific truths these men may have discovered they are, accidentally or deliberately, the enemies of the noblest insights of the human race. Sacred Doctrine, theology as such, in its first principles is a defender of the eternal and noble aspiration of the human heart for knowledge of God in an Eden that lives in imagination, and of the eternal human admiration for those who prefer some better country to the violation of conscience.


    Associated with the majesty of Catholic doctrine is a noble tenderness for the ordinary, and especially for the unphilosophic souls who are the human race and for whom Christ died. It is the nobility of Sacred Doctrine that it speaks directly to the poor and the unphilosophic by revealing the truths necessary for salvation. In this it is unlike any other philosophic enterprise as it is presently practiced. In modernity the tendency of knowledge is to create an ever more tightly defined elite engaged in a conversation none but they can understand. The duty of Sacred Doctrine is to speak to all sorts and conditions of men, urging the truths that alone can heal their souls. The average Christian will never read the Journal of the Academy of Religion—many cannot indeed even read—to say nothing of the Thomist. Philosophy pursued as an ultimate end tends first to Gnosticism and then to unbelief. It is the nobility of sacred science that like its divine author it condescends, which is why St. Thomas proposes “to treat of the things which belong to the Christian religion in such a way as benefits the instruction of beginners.”


    So in question one, article one three things that establish the nobility of Sacred Doctrine are presented. Sacred Doctrine exercises a divinely given guardianship over the fact of the soul’s eternal destiny, a destiny that lies beyond nature and beyond history; transcendence of the human soul. Sacred Doctrine finds its sources in tradition and in a book that is not a philosophy book. In imitation of our teacher who asked children and the child-like to come to him, Sacred Doctrine condescends to teach the least intellectually involved of our brothers and sisters. This is the nobility of Sacred Doctrine.


    Of course attacks against its method and content have been perennial, and St. Thomas answers these charges in subsequent articles. Can anything be noble if it is superstition or just an opinion? Science and scientific are powerful words in modern times. When Herbert Spencer said that science yielded knowledge, all else opinion, he knew that certainty, or at least reliability, was the mark of science. So when St. Thomas asks if Sacred Doctrine is a science, he is asking if it is real knowledge, a proposition which our contemporaries might deny, but which they can deny only by redefining science, since a science is any intellectual endeavor with first principles and a consistent method.


    And then there is the lurking suspicion in the minds of moderns that the object of theology cannot be God who is unseen, but must be something historical. The idea that the subject of Sacred Doctrine is not God but church history or human experience was as much in evidence in 1270 as today and is as misleading now as it was then.


    And what of the fact that the truths of the Catholic faith are routinely contested? If truth is indeed certain, it should be so overwhelmingly self evident that argument would be out of court. To which Thomas replies that Sacred Doctrine argues with those who accept at least some of its principles, for then we are concerned mostly with the conclusions of agreed principles, never with those who deny its first principles. These cavils are all old arguments, none of them without force but none capable of withstanding the true consideration of what Sacred Doctrine is and does.


    Now let us return to the quandary of my imaginary graduate student. Concern for his future may drive him to the local state university and to a degree in religious studies. But what we his teachers in Catholic institutions can do is to instill in him the courage to teach Sacred Doctrine whenever and wherever possible for what it is: the most certain discipline, the noblest, and a source of joy. Let the secularists apologize for their fear of God; perhaps He will get them all in the end. But the body of knowledge based on Scripture and tradition, represented by the Apostolic Fathers, the Great Alexandrians, Leo, Gregory, Ambrose, the Cappadocians, Anselm, Thomas, Bonaventure, Duns Scotus and the great spiritual writers, St. Thomas More, St. Francis De Sales, is a noble body of achievement more significant than anything the religious studies program can produce. These things we need to teach to our hypothetical graduate students. And one thing more: to study Sacred Doctrine is to seek knowledge of its object and source in reality, not only in books. Doing Sacred Doctrine means striving through prayer, good works, and the use of the sacraments to know.

  


  
    Freedom and Truth


    Political correctness rests on two propositions, both palpably false. The first is the claim that all knowledge is relative to the knower’s intentions, that words and thoughts are exercises in power used to construct whatever reality the knower fancies. The second is the assertion that truth is psychologically damaging, that every person has the right never to be challenged by living in the presence of truth-claims that run counter to his own ideas, even if the only idea he holds firmly is the conviction that nothing is true.


    The culture in which these ideas grow is the culture of the fervently secular state, its governors, educators, and communicators dedicated to the retention of control over the moral and intellectual playing field, for whom any idea that might lead citizens beyond the boundaries of the tightly managed culture of comfort is a danger. In such societies, as Huxley and Orwell told us, the enemy is not another state, for all states seek first the security of the regime and the perfection of their power, using as means the seduction of the population by the beads and mirrors of a technologized, medicalized society. In such cultures evil is non-existent because good is non-existent. Dialogue replaces encounter based on truth; therapy replaces repentance, punishment, and conversion. In such a society the enemy is the thinking person. The creation of the therapeutic culture begins with the suppression of those at the fringes, Branch Davidians and the like, who often urgently require suppression in the name of civil peace, and moves toward the center, finally becoming the implacable if subtle enemy of homeschooling moms, of any person who seems in the slightest way to stand outside the secular, therapeutic culture.


    The existence of the ideas intrinsic to political correctness in the context of a society tending toward the therapeutic solution is enough to impair any civilization, but with these ideas are also promoted certain existential corollaries. Any claim to truth, so the argument goes, leads to insensitivity, persecution, and finally to the Inquisition. Thought, in the form of what Newman would call real assent, that is, genuine conviction, is then a threat to civil peace and an insult to relativists. Truth-claims, it is said, lead to controversies if not wars and give pain to the sensitive who are other-minded.


    But, contra the therapeutic culture, man is a rational animal, that is, man is a truth-asserting animal, and is at his noblest in the service of truth. Truth may indeed be held in a context of hatred and hurt, but the proper use of truth in oneself is the allegiance of the mind to reality, and with respect to others is conversation, undertaken generously, based upon the genuine attempt to think the thoughts of the other, and without the hidden conviction that one’s brother is a fool. We are warned repeatedly that talk about truth is dangerous because if conversation fails, there will in this fallen world be strife. There is something worse than strife: the death of truth, which is the death of the soul, and that we have been warned to fear more than the inevitable death of the body.


    The existential corollary of political correctness that threatens human freedom most intimately is the doctrine that any education that encourages belief in truths other than so-called scientific facts, with fact pared down to the human standard of the touchable, is deceptive. The politically correct mean by this that truths about God should never be taught because these are not knowable in the scientific manner. Nonsense. Such scientific manner is not the only way truth may be known, and men have been thinking and writing about God for several millennia before a Scot named Hume cut down the field of the knowable to his own metaphysical size. Admittedly, truths about important things are controversial in a way that the chair is brown is not. As we move up the ladder of knowledge from the trivial to the truly significant, obviousness flees. But this does not mean that truths about God and man are unknowable or merely subjective. We have not only a right but a duty to teach what we do see regarding God and goodness, man and nature.


    Christian culture has a duty to teach about Christ. The most important fact about any civilization is its religion, those things that bind. Barbarism, the tendency of civilizations in decay to suppress thought, hope, and beauty on behalf of immediacy, pleasure, and violence, has its own religion: the culture of the public schools, leftist media, and Planned Parenthood—the latter based on violence against little children. The articles in its catechism are environmentalism, sex education, death education, self-esteem, and gender neutrality. These ideas it will teach, not so much by argument as by assumption, with all the zeal of a St. Dominic.


    In the face of this assault on the soul, Christianity, which is now the counterculture, has a duty to teach the great humane tradition of philosophy and literature in which Christ is indeed the center of reality. In any situation teaching may be coercive. There is such a thing as indoctrination. Marxists were experts in the field. Modern pedagogues are also able practitioners, for indoctrination can be carried out on the basis of assumptions unenunciated. But great teaching, even good teaching, moves in the arena of the learners’ freedom. Teaching and learning is the art that leads intellect across adventuresome ground from the chaos of ignorance to the free acceptance of truth. Teaching is mysterious. It is more than technique; most often it is a love affair with truth that begins with a teacher who stands beside those learning and points to the truth he knows and loves and shares in a context of respect. Teachers may and must argue, illustrate, encourage, chide, exemplify, but they may not coerce or manipulate.


    Does teaching true things violate the learner’s freedom? In fact it makes his freedom possible by giving him or her truth to test, and from that testing mature judgment will be born. Perhaps the single most damaging cause of the moral and intellectual listlessness that afflicts the relatively young is the absence of that introduction to the realm of truth that education is supposed to be.

  


  
    Unintelligent Design


    A federal court has decreed that teaching intelligent design is unconstitutional because it covertly inculcates belief in a divine being who is the cause of everything. This kind of judicial incompetence is the consequence in part of the likelihood that the judges do not know the difference between philosophy and theology, the first pursued on the basis of natural reason alone, the second the willing assent of faith. Intelligent design claims no more than St. Paul, in Romans 1:19-20, doing philosophy not theology, did in arguing that from the worlds we see we can infer the existence of the invisible things of God. This is not a theological argument; it does not rest on revelation, and no faith is required to see its reasonableness. It is the kind of argument, to use Aristotle’s words, that saves the appearances. It is what St. Thomas called a quia, or because argument, an argument that because certain visible effects exist, there must be a cause. Darwinian evolution is an account of this kind. From the existence of many extinct animals, from the aesthetic insight that many animals are of the same type, from the obvious fact that some species compete better than others, from the fact that mutations—another word for changes—occur, we infer the reasonableness of evolution.


    Both Darwin’s theory and St. Paul’s are strong and weak. St. Paul’s theory is strong in that it seems to play to a kind of connatural conviction that the world is beautifully and reasonably ordered, and if ordered, ordered by some intellect. On the other hand, St. Paul’s conclusion is tested daily by the existence of evil and disorder. The gulag, the holocaust, cancer, and the beheading of innocents are realities. Darwin’s theory seems strong because it relates a vast body of evidence, skeletons, bone fragments, geological strata in an impressively intelligible manner. Darwin’s theory seems weak because the evidence, although impressive, is thin, and the imaginative construct on which it rests is simplistic. If the millions and millions of years of uniform change can be imagined as a tennis net a thousand miles long, the discrete evidence for which the net provides a relational field might be thought of as one thousand buckshot dispersed unevenly over its length. And why should the idea that simple things get bigger and more complex be considered self-evident?


    Darwin’s theory and St. Paul’s are cousins under the skin. Both theories lack the notes of a genuinely scientific theory, such as, say, Newton’s laws or $v=\frac{1}{2}gt^{2}$. Neither can be repeated, neither can be expressed mathematically, both exist in the controversial atmosphere caused by the presence of countervailing theories for which there is also some evidence. Though neither is theological, each is urged with a conviction that belongs to faith because the stakes are high. If Darwin is right, we may be children not of an intelligent designer but of the serpent. If intelligent design is right, we may have life-changing duties to the designer. The fact is that on a purely philosophic basis, we have no perfect theory of the origin of the world or man, just two contending, reasonable hypotheses.


    Why are both theories reasonable, worthy of respect and consideration? Because they rest upon evidence and assume the existence of a philosophic principle called the principle of sufficient reason. This principle is no more complicated than the insight that makes us look for a thief rather than a malevolent fairy when our car disappears from the mall parking lot. For a judge to assume that this principle is presupposed quite correctly by every day-to-day activity, every scientific endeavor, by Darwinian evolution, by every theory but one, the dangerous theory called intelligent design, is an act partly of ignorance, partly of prejudice. And if it be said that the God whose existence St. Paul argued cannot be seen but is known only by his effects, let it be noted that the same is true of evolution: we see effects, we give their cause a name. Mr. Evolution is no more visible than the God whose existence St. Paul attested; both are invisible realities known and named from the visible things of this world.

  


  
    Practical Advice About What to Do When the Barbarians Come


    
      Do not lose heart, brethren, there will be an end to every earthly kingdom. If this is now the end, God sees. Perhaps it has not yet come to that: for some reason—call it weakness, or mercy, or mere wretchedness—we are all hoping that it has not yet come.


      St. Augustine

    


    >The author of these poignant words hoped in vain. As he wrote the Vandals were pouring across the straits, and their reign would be succeeded by the cruelty and benightedness of Islam, destroying forever the Roman Africa St. Augustine knew.


    Yet out of the chaos of the fifth and sixth century invasions the Christian Middle Ages was born, a culture that endured for almost a thousand years as a blessed synthesis of Christ and Romanitas. But even that Christian civilization as a public culture has ended, however it may survive in grateful memory among individuals. The signs are unmistakable: too many laws as government struggles to control with legislation what can only be controlled by the implicit consent of a common culture, an inability to maintain the borders so that another people simply move into the empire, the reprise of the social wars in which class is pitted against class, the tendency to defer to the political opinions of gladiators and actresses, the deterioration of the currency and the tendency of the government to debase it yet further, and most obviously the dramatic revision of moral norms.


    Not since the days of Theodosius, when Christianity by law replaced the moral chaos of the late Roman Empire, have public morals, that which customs and social institutions approve, undergone so radical a revolution in so short a time in those three great matters that concern the human race most: sex, politics, and religion. In 1945 divorce was disapproved, homosexuality a shame, a crime, and a pity; the household remained, although “Leave it to Beaver,” Norman Rockwell, and “I Love Lucy” were precisely those kinds of hypertrophies that occur when the realities they represent are over; bastardy was rare, premarital sex a sin. Most people went to church, about twice as many Catholics as do now, and more among Protestants. Sundays were quiet. These changes are symptoms that conceal a death of the will, the failure of the courageous intention to build what makes civilization strong; and when this failure sets in, it will often run its course, as it did when the Roman Empire in the West collapsed from within in the fifth and sixth centuries.


    But in one way the present end of all things moral and customary and the invasions of the fifth century are very different. Augustine’s successors knew when the Vandals, the Huns, and the Ostrogoths came upon them, for the invaders disrupted and destroyed. They arrived on shaggy ponies bearing spears, burned the Romans’ cities, debauched their daughters, and sacked their temples. Present day barbarians do not come on shaggy ponies bearing spears, but with PhDs and corrupting ideas. They need not cross the Rhine or the Rio Grande, for, as Pogo put it, they are us. They take us unawares because even after they have invaded, there are no signs of fire and sword. Everything works; indeed with our technological barbarians everything works better, and it is hard for ordinary mortals to see failure in technological triumphs: better travel, better medicine, better communications, more money for everyone. So one looks in vain for the infallible sign of barbarism: an overt appeal to violence rather than to reason.


    At first sight there seems to be nothing violent about our soft and comfortable culture, but think again. The signs are there. The appeal to violence is the appeal to sensation or power unformed by reason or righteousness; and the private desire of the sensate self for comfort and satisfaction apart from goodness is the twin of that desire for domination apart from justice that afflicts economics and politics in times of cultural collapse. The new barbarians do not need to burn our cities—we have destroyed civilized urban life on our own. They do not need to debauch our children violently, for television and education will do that work. They do not need to destroy our temples, for we have all too frequently removed the token of divine presence from them and remade them in the image of an amc 6 movie theater. They do not need to reduce our population with the sword, for they have taught us to reject life and to slaughter our children through our native medical practice, when the technology of contraceptive rejection fails.


    So a public civilization has ended. But civilization never ends and Christ never ends. Barbarians poured across the Limes in the fifth century, but the Church survived and the culture it sponsored stubbornly refused to die. So, too, the Church will survive and its culture also. Here are six ways you can be a survivor:


    First, stay close to Christ. Rely on the tradition broadly and consistently interpreted. Pray that you will be genuinely converted.


    Second, return to the household. As the cities fail, go back to your villa. The event called the Dark Ages did not represent the end of civilization, but it was the end of urban life as the late empire had known it. Towns and their institutions faded: the courts, road works, and libraries ceased to serve. What remained was the household. To return to the household is to return to the family. Civilization has always been the work of the family, and when civilizations die, the only hope of any man is the family. As when the barbarians invaded at the end of the old empire, so now.


    Third, write a book and remember. In periods when tradition is under attack by the barbarians, memory matters. The West owes its soul to the men of the fifth century who wrote as their world crumbled: Augustine, Boethius and the court circle at Milan, Vincent of Lerins. All that copying in the monasteries was about memory.


    Fourth, join the moral aristocracy. The late empire didn’t have the useful word bourgeoisie, so descriptive of the successful town dweller whose interest is not noble ideals or high projects but his own security. That bourgeois tendency, human and universal as it is, while productive of many goods, is destructive of the best. The best is the betting of one’s very life on behalf of Christ, the good, the self-denying and the dangerous. The triumph of barbarism makes the aristocratic life easier because security, being unavailable, is not so much a temptation. The moral aristocracy is always capable of restoring this world by believing in the next, and acting as though principles rooted in the next matter most in this present.


    Fifth, multiply and be fruitful. Children are the universal sign of hope and are our testimony to our belief that the future is in God’s hands. They are also the infallible sign of charity in marriage, and the rejection of children where procreation is possible is the rejection of love.


    Which brings me to the sixth and final possibility: have hope. Tolkien wrote, “All we do know, and that to a large extent by direct experience, is that evil labors with vast power and perpetual success—in vain; preparing always only the soil for unexpected good to sprout in…”

  


  
    More than Latin


    Many, many Catholics are discontent and think something should be done. Being bred to obedience they do not rebel; they will not speak harshly of authority. They are not people given to complaint, nor are they parts of any grand conspiracy. They are among the people who are faithful in their use of the sacraments, and to whom one goes for the support of every good cause that bears the name Catholic.


    Among these the unsatisfactory condition of the Roman Catholic Church is apprehended in different, puzzling ways. To one it is represented by the diocesan newspaper, in which there are only one or two crumbs of Catholicism and much political hand-wringing. To another the local church would be on the road to glory if only the personnel in the chancery, who seem to resent the stubborn refusal of Catholic piety to die, could be transferred. To very many the shabby, sentimental liturgy, offered to the glory of God only ambiguously but to the convenience of man and the engagement of his emotions most obviously, is the cause of decay, and fixing the liturgy by restoring the old Latin would put the Church on the right road.


    These conditions, however real though they be, are merely symptoms, for the fact is that the Catholic Church again contains two religions, and each of the commonly heard complaints—the newspaper, the liturgy, and the chancery personnel—are the signs of the existence within the Church of that other religion.


    That this should be so is not unprecedented; indeed it has too often been characteristic. In the second century the Church contained (even as it combated) Gnosticism, the strange new-age-ish spiritual heresy, of which St. Irenaeus complained that it was like an imitation jewel, worthless itself but casting doubt on the real thing. Then in the fourth century the Church was surprised to find that it contained Arianism, the doctrine that Jesus was the highest creature, not God of God, Light of Light. In the seventh and eighth centuries the Catholic Church in the east suffered from an inability to throw off iconoclasm. And the list could be expanded.


    As then, so now; the situation was marked by a certain blindness, an inability, perhaps an unwillingness, to recognize or to admit that within the Catholic Church two religions contend for dominance, and that the secondary religion now often seems in the way of winning out. Like all heresies, the new heresy contains some elements of truth borrowed from the Catholic faith, otherwise it would pose no danger at all, and it is often sponsored by winning personalities. Its danger lies in its ability to present itself as the Faith when it is really a virus destructive of every kind of belief in God. Many bishops thought Arianism harmless, nothing to be so very upset about, and Arius’ opponent, St. Athanasius, was often considered a great troublemaker by complacent authorities.


    Our new secondary religion does not argue, does not deny; it simply assumes and displaces or shuts out. Newman, prescient as always, saw this in 1878, and wrote that there was never a device of the enemy so cleverly framed, cleverly framed because it supplants the best things with undoubted goods: holiness with education, charity with benevolence, self denial with ordered self interest. It calls the Christian account not false but tasteless or primitive, at best merely one view.


    Naming the secondary religion that now besets Catholicism is not easy. In the late second century, St. Irenaeus struggled to give the heresy we now call Gnosticism a name, calling it the religion of invisible redemption and its adherents knowers, or the intelligent ones, but it took later scholarship to give it the name Gnosticism. Some give the modern secondary version of Catholicism the name Modernism. Identifying it as the religion of Alfred Firmin Loisy, George Tyrell, and R. J. Campbell, that called forth the condemnations of St. Pius x in Lamentabili sane exitu and Pascendi dominici gregis and provoked the publication of the “five points of fundamentalism” by Protestants. Among these there is a tendency to call the new religion secularism, defining it by the obvious symptoms of moral decay: unbelief, sexual license, and resentment of the presence of God in the public arena.


    Such attempts to name the thing illuminate. The new religion is modernism in the sense that its root was at least partly an apologetic defense of the modern age, the reworking of the faith to the shape of what modern man was supposedly willing to believe. Leo xiii caught a glimpse of it when in 1899 he warned American bishops in Testem benevolentiae against preferring social action to prayer and contemplation and against suppressing the hard aspects of Catholicism in an apologetic way. The bishops of course agreed with His Holiness most explicitly but begged to reply that such lamentable shortcomings were if not completely absent from the American scene, at least no danger. In fact the new religion ferreted its way along from 1900 to 1960, usually unremarked and unnamed.


    But before our new shadow religion can be named, it must be understood and, indeed, analyzed. Consider this analysis: Christianity presents itself to God’s human family on three levels. One of these is psychological in the classical sense of that word, concerned with the good of the soul, with the use of the sacraments. Another is moral, for although Christianity is not a moralism, it does present moral teachings from the Beatitudes to the encyclicals of Leo xiii and Paul vi’s Humanae vitae. But both of these levels, if they are to have power and effect, depend on a third kind of engagement, the insistence of the Church that it tells a true historical story that begins with the fact of creation, and proceeds through the Fall, covenants, Incarnation, New Covenant, and Seconds Advent, judgment, and New Creation. To everyman this historical account has always been appropriated as a moral adventure that matters, ending either in the presence of God or in the punishing darkness and despair of hell, and it is within this story that the culture of the Mediterranean has lived.


    What has perhaps not been noticed is the collapse of this third level of Christian truth, which is the foundation of the psychological and moral levels, in teaching and imagination; or perhaps one might say that its collapse has too often been noted and appreciated. The roots of the rejection of this historical account are well known to English language scholarship. Darwin and Lyell provided an alternative account of creation which in England ran head-on into Archbishop Ussher’s insistence that the earth was created in 4004 bc. What Newman called the Bible religion of the English people naturally collapsed amidst the general enervation caused by the new science, a collapse imitated in the United States. Then in the last decade of the nineteenth century, theological scholarship, represented by Albert Schweitzer, covered its embarrassments by determining that Jesus would not return in glory. It could be argued that Jesus the prophet had predicted that he would return before the deaths of some of his hearers. This prophecy, it was argued, proved untrue; history would have no God-appointed end or fulfillment, or at least no resolution such as the Bible envisions.


    Attempts were made to reconcile what a man must now believe about the historical story with the Catholic faith, most notably be Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. The attempt failed because the revealed pattern of Scripture is not a tale of the running together of everything in a glorious Christifying of man and nature but of the winnowing out of many things, the separating of the good wheat from the chaff.


    But the failure of the Church either to challenge the new doctrine of history or to assimilate it successfully meant that the reality-line—this historical story within which everyman had lived—would be suppressed if not abandoned. Timidity in the face of Darwinism was of course unnecessary. Chastened by the Galileo experience, we might have simply maintained our reserve and waited until another, better doctrine came along. Nor was the lately discovered anxiety that Christ might not return unprecedented. The Second Advent has been an act of faith in the teeth of historical appearances for two thousand years, and doubts have persisted since New Testament days, when advanced thinkers proposed that the resurrection was already past and when the Prince of the Apostles wrote his second surviving letter, warning his readers that a thousand years with the Lord was but a day. That the truth of the Catholic faith, so much imbedded in history, depends upon an event that has not yet occurred is inescapable.


    Under the popular pressure of evolutionary triumphalism and the Schweitzer thesis, participants now in the technologically triumphant culture from which pain has been pretty much eliminated, the interest of every kind of Christianity, Catholic and Protestant, shifted away from the historical reality, with its historical embarrassments, and toward the apologetically more manageable psychological and moral levels. History had become a world without end, an eternal process of improvement represented in ways that are not attested by either Scripture or Tradition. The religious attitude that these circumstances encouraged was a kind of religious atheism that subverted every aspect of the Catholic faith while pretending not only to represent it but to save it.


    With the reality-line in Christian teaching neglected or suppressed, the result was heresy by exclusion, our new secondary religion. Its theology was developed in part from a superficial version of Abelard’s theory of the atonement (love one another as Christ loved us), to which was appended Walter Rauschenbusch’s social gospel (make the world a better place). The purpose of the Church was not the glory of God and of Christ and the resurrection, but the melioration of the historical process. The great drama of creation, fall, redemption, and restoration faded in the collective imagination. The goal of the new religion was psychological fulfillment, making the world a kinder, gentler place. The projects of the new religion are the spreading of the culture of comfort throughout the world, the elimination of poverty and eradication of suffering and the achievement of eternal and universal peace, pursued under some universal enforcing agency.


    Attention is on this world, and the creation in this world of the good life for everyone, a culture not explicitly identified as the New Jerusalem but easy to mistake for it. The new secondary religion is on one hand a kind of postmillennialism, teaching that our goal is the perfecting of the historical process, with or without grace, as the Renew Prayer says when it entreats God to help us to recreate the earth. Being as it is a highly religious atheism but an atheism still, it has only incidental interest in God as the holy, majestic Creator and Judge. Of the fact that almost all of every life is lived after this world there is little notice. In classical Catholicism there is a sense that this world is a place of soul-making, with most of each life lived eternally beyond the limitations of history. In the new secondary religion, this world is what matters most; there is no judgment; heaven is not very desirable and hell is occupied only by Hitler and a few sexist homophobes, who are learning there the lessons taught by the nea, npr, and the aclu, which they so fecklessly ignored when they had opportunity.


    Ironically, by abandoning the reality-line in a classic sense and urging that the mission of the Church is worldly and psychological, this world is made a good deal worse. The only thing that has ever really made the world a better place was men and women who knew that it was not the only place, not even the most important place, and who took seriously Our Lord’s command that we be charitable and embrace poverty and do good works lest we wind up in the company of the rich man, the barn builder, and the young ruler.


    In fact, one may search the Scriptures for the commandment that poverty should be eliminated or indeed the unequivocal advice that poverty is a great evil, for the advice that peace is to be had in this world, or that we are to be at home here. Christians are told at some length, with the most solemn warnings illustrated by dramatically depicted consequences, that we are to give and lend without stint, that riches are a temptation, and the vow of poverty is a counsel of perfection. But we are never told that the elimination of poverty can be an ultimate goal or good, for indeed the Lord has told us that the poor will always be with us and that they are blessed. The genealogy of the idea that the Church exists not for the glory of God but for the elimination of poverty runs from Judas Iscariot, who believed that glorifying Christ was diversionary in the light of the needs of the poor, through Emperor Joseph ii, who expelled religious orders whose members would not turn from prayer to public service, to those exponents of the new secondary religion who collapse the Christian message into peace and justice.


    In an analogous way the purpose of the Church is not peace as the world gives peace, but that charity that loves God best, and from which love of neighbor grows. The Roman rite wisely prays for peace in our time, and does so in the midst of a world of which we have specifically been warned will cry for peace while remaining full of war, and the rumor of war. Not only are we now repeatedly told to pray universal and lasting peace, but also to pray for the utter surcease of violence. Violence is indeed always a last resort, but the just use of violence is an essential element in keeping the peace in our or any other time. And of course if this world is all that will ever exist, environmentalism, not wise dominion, but the veritable worship of nature on the thesis that is can be so managed as to be eternal, naturally follows.


    It is as though the Church has become bored with the promise of eternal life, disinterested in the vision of God, and inattentive, if not impatient of the proposition that we will live forever, either in the presence of God or in the company of fallen angels. The collapse of the historical dimension of Christianity also necessarily affects its psychological and moral levels. In the 1960’s the Church began in a small way to tolerate a program not unlike that which Luther unleashed in the 1520’s, when he sent his missionaries throughout the land, to use his words, liberating consciences (and emptying convents). The point was that God wanted Luther and Lutherans to be comfortable. Let there be no guilt. So now there is not much to be guilty about unless perhaps it is lingering racism or environmental insensitivity. The Catholic faith according to the new secondary religion then exists for selfrealization, and the apology for belief does not present the realistic choice between God and the Devil, but the opportunity for psychological fulfillment, called a fuller life.


    The Novus Ordo was always a tender lamb staked out at the edge of the jungle of modernity, and it was bound to be eaten, cast as it was into the teeth of a fully formed and virulent popular culture. The liturgy had always been a protected thing. Ancient liturgical languages, Latin, Greek, and Old Slavonic protected it; chancel screens protected it. The oldest principle in the world is the insight that something was better than something else; that everything is not in fact everything else. This insight lies behind the fact of hierarchy. It is the particular work of modernity to deny that this principle exists except in economic terms—we can always identify and revere the rich. Liturgy now often exists to deny the existence of hierarchy by breaking down every barrier. Laypeople in the chancel, priests in the aisle, the Blessed Sacrament dethroned, asymmetry as a liturgical principle. In this cultural setting, a liturgy in the vernacular was too tempting a target. That the popular culture would invade was to be expected. The mise en scene at Mass is now often full of muted references to a rock concert: the priest holding the microphone and soliciting participation by his tones and gestures, readings from Scripture carefully purged of matter offensive to post-modern ears by ellipsis and translated in ways at once officious and banal, an emotional context established by hymns that borrow their melodies and tonalities from the show tunes of the sixties. God is nice. We are nice. God wants us to be happy.


    My argument is that the discomfort of the faithful is caused not by the decrees of the Second Vatican Council, not even by the demise of Latin. Not even by misbehavior in the seminaries. Regrettable as these things are, and important as it is that the Liturgy be restored, they are mere symptoms. At the root of it all is a secondary religion, a religious atheism that knows nothing of the holy fear of God and that like Arianism will continue to infect and weaken. Until that secondary religion is identified and repudiated, changing the personnel will not help. Not even changing the liturgy will be decisive, although the Latin liturgy is to be cherished. The saying lex orandi, lex credendi (the rule of prayer is the rule of faith) may express a certain kind of truth, but the liturgy, taken as the rule of prayer can only express our faith. For a cardinal example of the inability of the liturgy to stabilize faith without dogma, one might consider the fate of Anglicans, among whom it was thought that Cranmer’s elegant English would obviate intellectual and moral failure.


    But the difficulty lies deeper than the liturgy. Religious atheism must be identified, repented, and abandoned. Probably the place to begin is the seminaries. These institutions are various, but typically the curriculum is overmuch about sensitivity, social melioration, and minority cultures and deference to secular scholarship, all legitimate considerations, but considerations that lie at the edge of the faith and are hardly what candidates need most. Given the instruction available in some places, graduates may be forgiven for thinking St. Augustine a kind of grass and Aquinas a mutual fund. Until seminarians know Scripture not as a problem but as a solution and the Fathers as living voices, things are not likely to improve.


    Should one leave the communion of the Catholic Church because highly religious atheism possesses much of the imaginal and moral territory? It has always been easy to be disappointed that the Church is a field with many thorns, disappointed that the truth has often existed in a thicket of confusion, although our Lord specifically warned us of these things: It is easy to be disappointed that the promise of personal holiness (though that has been a gift in recent centuries) was never made to the successors of Peter, only the promise that Peter’s authority is the authority of God. And it is important to remember that we have been here before. The Christian Middle Ages, East and West, sprang to life from the ashes of the end of the Empire. The Catholic Revival was born out of the desiccated religion of the Enlightenment. God is capable of making all things new. And the bark of Peter will not sink, ever.

  


  
    Love: Changing the World


    After St. John and St. Paul have written inspired words about a certain kind of love, only weak and derivative commentary can follow; but perhaps something can be said, and should be, in an age in which, as we are often told, the very meaning of the word is unclear.


    The difficulty begins in a settled confusion between the supernatural gift of charity and the natural duty of citizens to fund and promote those activities through which the hungry are fed and the weak protected. Such duties lie in the province of our obligation to the common good, a duty that Christians and every other member of the civilization share, and one that should be entered into without complaint. These are duties commanded by the virtues of prudence and justice. They are often necessarily impersonal. The twenty-first century is dense with schemes for eliminating disease and poverty. Noble as these efforts are, and recognizing the relief they often bring, they are necessarily a process, not a solution. They are the good intentions and dedicated labors of so many, cast in the teeth of an intractable human nature, so that the good they do is always a necessary moment in an ongoing and interminable battle that must be fought with a good heart by every generation that claims the name civilized or Christian. Our Lord’s observation that the poor will always be with us refers to a fact, and is surely not given as an invitation to ignore the evils of this world simply because they are persistent.


    Christianity accepts the persistent nature of this world’s evils and goes on to do good as a result not only of duty but of faith. We believe God and we believe what He commands. We are to feed the hungry, clothe and care for those who need our help. Doing these things may or may not change the world, but perhaps they will change us.


    But beyond these duties there is something or Someone who really does change the world because He is able to renew and purify that most stubborn of realities: the heart of every man. The Bible does not promise to make men build Jerusalem in any green and pleasant land. It does promise to make us new creatures by giving us new hearts, in which the form of goodness is planted by the Lord Himself. The Pharisees deeply desired the righteousness that man can shadow forth. Our Lord said with elegant brevity in Matthew Chapter 5 that lust and murder and a desire for revenge must give way to purity of eye and heart, indeed, to love. And in the chapter of the Bible with which we are most likely to be familiar, St. Paul assures us that we might have great spiritual gifts, believe implicitly every word Christ teaches in His Church, give all our goods to feed the poor, and suffer martyrdom on the Roman inquisitor’s pyre; that we might perform all these good and even heroic actions but that without love we are a mere noise in the world, a nothing, utterly without merit in the kingdom of God.


    Now of course it is commonplace that the word love has been debased to the point of meaninglessness, and its preferred substitute charity now describes actions such as feeding the poor that St Paul calls morally worthless in themselves. But love is now the only word we have, and all we can do is understand that it is not, in its ordinary use, what St. Paul has in mind. It is not an expression of desire that attaches us to the world, as when we say we love chocolate covered cherries or even good music. It may or may not be what we mean when we say we love a wife or husband. Properly, love is a gift given by God that first enables us to love God by joining us to Him in will and thought, and from that overflowing love affair enables us to love the world and everything in it, even and especially our neighbor. Those neighbors often do not want alms from us; that would be easily fulfilled. They are made happy if we see them as God’s children like us and enter their lives with seriousness to encourage and praise, to share the good we see unstintingly and to listen to the good they see. As St Paul put it, love puts up with a great deal patiently, is happy that others have many good things, even things we do not, seeks humility, has good manners, loves good things, and is made happy by truth.


    All these things are matters of a renewed heart. Only Christ can change hearts. So what is His method? He may begin either with words that drive us to the power of the sacraments or with the power of the sacraments that drive us to accept His every word. In any event, changed hearts are not the work of committees, or charitable organizations. They are not even finally the work of teachers, although good things often begin with right thought. They are the gift of God the Holy Spirit.


    The bumper sticker that tells those who want peace to seek justice makes an important point, but its advice will not take the world beyond the cries for peace in an unpeaceable world. A better slogan would be: If you want peace, seek God.

  


  
    Memory and Hope: On Loving the Living Past


    
      There is a presence of the past, a presence of the present, and a presence of the future.


      St. Augustine

    


    
      He who controls the present controls the past. He who controls the past controls the future.


      George Orwell, 1984

    


    
      We possess nothing certainly except the past.


      Evelyn Waugh, Brideshead Revisited

    


    Perhaps one might begin by pointing out the apparent etymological connection between truth and memory in the Greek language, where the word that means truth is compounded from a prefix which means not or un and the root that may mean ‘to forget.’ Truth is always to be maintained by remembering, and the complex texture of things remembered is tradition.


    Now the enemy of memory organized as authoritative tradition is innovation, and in the history of the Church it was Vincent of Lerins, a fifth-century Benedictine, who emerged as the defender of memory and the enemy of innovation, which he viewed with something like horror. If the remembered tradition is truth, then innovation is the forcing house of error. Vincent wrote that the more religious a man is, the more he will resist new inventions. One virulent case was the African heresy that insisted upon second baptisms for the fallen. When, says Vincent of Lerins, the case came to the attention of Pope St. Stephen, he resisted the error, more than the other bishops, “thinking it fit, I suppose, that he should as much surpass others in devotion to the faith as he excelled them in authority of place.” Pope Stephen wrote, “Nothing should be innovated, nothing done but what was handed down,” and it has always been the case that bishops, at their consecration, promise to teach what has been delivered to them, neither adding anything new nor neglecting what has been received. Vincent knew that this is a hard position to hold because innovation had “in its favor so great a force of genius, such a flood of eloquence, so large a number of maintainers, such an appearance of truth, so many oracles of divine law (but undoubtedly understood in a new and evil way) that it seems to me that all that combination could never have been destroyed, had not the cause itself been undertaken by so great an array…, the defense, the praise of novelty been its own ruin.”


    The defense of the tradition was a matter not simply intellectual. “Who is so demented as to doubt whether that light of all saints and bishops and martyrs, the most blessed Cyprian, shall reign forever with Christ? Or who is so sacrilegious as to deny that the Donatists and other pests who boast that they rebaptize on the authority of the council shall burn to all eternity with the Devil?” Prescinding from the fact that every past age in which the people had a religion has thought heresy deliberately entered into a sin against God and a crime against the culture, it can still be said that the defense of antiquity was a matter touching salvation.


    We live in an age in which the adjectives ‘innovative’ and ‘new’ bless any enterprise and in which ‘old-fashioned’ and ‘outdated’ are curses. To say that something is medieval is to state a conclusion to which facts are irrelevant. The model is of course technology, which will indeed produce a new mobile phone and perhaps even a new cure next week. The model is wholly inapplicable to human nature and to revelation, to matters human and divine.


    Under this canon of novelty, the world has been betrayed, not unwillingly, into a great forgetting. Civilization and the Church are, in an important way, texts and words. We have been in the business of destroying language, hence imagination, hence thought, hence sensibilities for about five hundred years. It was the mission of the Renaissance to forget everything that belonged to the Christian past, to the world of Augustine and Thomas, Dante and Chartres. For the wisdom of this world the religious revolutionaries had contempt, for its philosophy disdain. Moats were assiduously dug across memory to protect this new world in which man is god and history is revelation, a project that has continued into the twenty-first century. This has been done by consciously suppressing the language and literature of the West, by altering the text of the holy book, and by suppressing the sacred rites that had meant salvation. In the English-speaking world this meant the suppression of the Douay-Reims and the Authorized Version, the destruction of the Book of Common Prayer, which for all its tinge of gnosticism and iconoclasm spoke the language of devotion and high culture, and the practical suppression of the Latin Rite, that thin thread that united every Catholic with the ages of Leo and Gregory.


    Our age is the result of the great suppression of memory. More than one hundred years ago the Church, prompted by Leo xiii, proposed a great recovery of memory called the Catholic Revival. Modernism, the idea that the divinely revealed wisdom of the Church should conform to the world, rose up against this great recovery, which it saw as a threat to the hard-won forgetfulness of the Renaissance, and, in ways too complicated to catalog here, interrupted it. The task for Catholics, indeed for anyone who possesses fragments of the remembered past, is to pick up those threads of a living tradition that bring the past into our present, making a genuinely human estate possible.


    Unless we are to be barbarians wandering among the ruins of a once-great civilization, it will mean reviving the real languages of the West. This will also involve ceasing to translate and retranslate the Biblical texts, each attempt making the words more banal and less intelligible to the heart. It will involve making the Mass of Pius v accessible and presenting it with some degree of approval.


    The Church certainly has the right, given the apologetic context it sees, to translate as it will; and validity is not the question. The role of memory in making man is.

  


  
    One Day in the UK


    When I am in England I always read the Daily Telegraph, and that for two reasons. The Telegraph was the only newspaper that supported Churchill in 1940, and furthermore the Telegraph publishes the court circular. I am sympathetic to monarchist sentiments on Tolkienian lines. The best government, he wrote, is unconstitutional monarchy, presided over by a sovereign whose principal interest is collecting stamps. I also have the conviction that such notices as the announcement that the Princess Royal, accompanied by a rear admiral, visited the Antarctic Society may be the most important event in the United Kingdom on the given day, perhaps the most real thing reported in newspapers.


    But these sympathies aside, it is instructive to review the news for January 23, 2007. I will pass over lightly “Bush Vows to Tackle Global Warming” and “Starving on a Spoonful of Mash a Day: Health Minister Admits Plight of Old People in Care,” and turn to the Opinion and Comment page. The lead article is “Respect Will Not Get Thugs Off the Streets.” The reference is to Prime Minister Blair’s designation of forty Respect Zones in the UK. These are in fact disrespect zones, areas in which citizens, and especially the elderly, are likely to be insulted or assaulted. There ``the daily lives of many thousands of blameless people, particularly the elderly, are made unbearable by what the police call ‘trivial incidents’.’’ The writer notes that “as most adults and virtually all adolescents are aware, any physical restraints, informal discipline, or intimidatory language used against a minor can land a well-meaning citizen in court on a charge of assault.” Even the social stigma that once attached to parents who fail to discipline or control their children has been discouraged by left-liberal ideology in education and social services.


    Across the page Andrew O’Hagan writes “Youth Culture is the Death of the Old.” Mr. O’Hagan believes that whereas his own youth culture of punk rock really wanted to change the world, “youth at present want only to consume and waste, opine and abuse, as if the world was made only for them and as if nothing was worth contemplating or pausing over.” Is there, he asks, “no one in Britain under thirty, not even one, who wants to work and live and grow?” One letter writer, noting that a café-bar has been erected in the transept of Liverpool’s Church of England Cathedral, asks, “Is there nobody to protect our cathedrals from such vandalism?” Apparently not. Another letter writer insists that Prince Charles, who cancelled a trip to the United States to receive an environmental award, should have made the trip despite the damage to the environment; it would have been good for the cause. And finally, there is an article beneath a large picture of the English Cardinal, Carmac Murphy-O’Connor, stating that the Catholic Church will close its adoption agencies if the government will not exempt them from the necessity of placing children in homosexual households, an exemption the writer considered unlikely.


    Note, gentle reader, that from Shakespeare to the Beatles, operating mostly through our common language, the United States is often the cultural dependency of English ideas. Is this what is next?

  


  
    The Precincts of Unreason


    
      Let us make man in our image.


      Genesis 1:26

    


    There is an ancient parable in which a scorpion asks a tortoise to ferry him across the Tigris. The tortoise demurs, remarking that the scorpion might give him a fatal sting once land is left behind. But the scorpion replies that this is unreasonable, since then both tortoise and scorpion would drown. Accepting this reasoning, the tortoise takes the scorpion on board, only to be stung, fatally, midstream. As the tortoise breathes his last he asks the drowning scorpion, “Why, why have you done this thing that will kill us both?” To which the scorpion replies, “This is the Middle East.”


    It has been dismaying to watch American diplomats seek in the Middle East some field in which American policy might operate, in at least a limited way, within a matrix of reason such as one might expect of any civilized nation. Alas, what we are fighting is neither civilized nor a nation, and what has been called into question is one of the most basic presuppositions known to the Christian West. We seek reason in an environment in which very little is to be found; in which, within the precincts of jihadi zeal, chaos is preferred to peace and order and death to life; in which there is no compunction about the blasting of women and children in markets, not even, as at Dresden and Hiroshima, with the apology that these deaths are the byproduct of some military objective, but simply to kill and maim the defenseless and establish a pure Wahabbite Islam.


    That this behavior persists challenges not an army but all of our civilization, for it challenges our basic presuppositions about human nature: that men participate in a common reason; that being is good; that men prefer being to not-being, life to death; that there is at the heart of human nature a desire to be free, not in the lawless and impossible sense envisioned by Jacobins, the subject of arbitrary tyranny.


    Many wise men east and west have thought that such human realities were not simply ideas, not abstractions, but aspects of a common nature. That this is so, events in the Middle East have called into question. Perhaps the very notion of natural law is merely a social construct. If so, something more than victory is endangered; our philosophy and indeed our religion are endangered. The least unhappy conclusion possible suggests that the natural law can be so radically obscured as to be practically inoperative.


    Perhaps what has misled the West is the fantasy of modern liberalism that men make god in their own image, projecting their ideas into the heavens. It is, in fact, much more likely that we make ourselves in the image of our god. We become what we worship, and Christians have always understood themselves, often obscurely but always decisively, as made in the image of God the Blessed Trinity, who in love begets the Son, the Logos, Reason, Himself. Allah, on the other hand, for many in Islam, is simply a will. Allah is not, a Moslem may warn, our Father; He is our master. The Koran is notable not so much for unqualified viciousness as for its intellectual confusion, its cacophonous melding of themes recommending violence and peace, toleration of other people of the book and their extirpation, vengeance, and mercy. Perhaps the behavior of some Islamic peoples is, to our sorrow, to be understood on this model. They are what they worship. Why should one object to tyranny when God is a capricious tyrant, sometimes murderous, sometimes merciful, always unpredictable? This is the Middle East.

  


  
    Our Changing Earth


    
      
        Of old thou didst lay the foundation of the earth

        and the heavens are the work of thy hands.

        They will perish, but thou dost endure.

        !

      


      Psalm 102:25

    


    It is remarkable that those who consider the evolutionary doctrine of eternal change good news for modern man, when seeking an alternative to the Biblical doctrine of creation, suddenly become crusty conservatives, dedicated to the proposition that nothing in the natural order shall ever change. Neither the tiger nor the snail-darter may succumb to evolutionary pressure. The annual mean temperature shall be unchanged.


    And since, according to the same voices, man occupies no privileged place in the universe, an idea said to be laden with hubris and vainglory, ought we not accept a changing, warming climate as a boon for Eskimos, mollusks, and polar bears, who might reasonably be said to prefer a warmer climate even if this means discomfiture to human-kind generally?


    But not to worry. In a broad sense the doctrine of a changeless world, now so beloved by progressives, is foredoomed. We know that at some point the continents were ripped asunder, creating the Atlantic ocean, and that at some time in the past the Appalachians were under water. And change has continued in historical times. It would be a very fine thing to be able to visit the site of the Battle of Salamis, the great sea battle in which the Greeks, having lured the Persians into the narrow Salamis channel, destroyed the Persian Fleet. But one cannot really visit the site of the Battle of Salamis, for the Aegean has risen to widen the channel and cover one of the islands that made the channel narrow. It would also be a fine thing to stand at Classis, the port of Ravenna on the Adriatic, there to see the Byzantine fleet at anchor in the harbor. But Classis, like the Roman port Ostia, is no longer on the sea, which has receded several miles. One may also wonder what Land’s end, the westernmost of the Scilly Isles in Cornwall, may have been like, but it can no longer be visited because the stone walls that lined its fields now march off into the Atlantic. And what of Greenland? One can now only speculate as to what the wheatgrowing civilization that flourished in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when the climate suddenly warmed and the ice melted, must have been like. The ice returned; the Greenland colonies died.


    The earth is always changing and not one of the changes mentioned above can be blamed on the internal combustion engine or man-made CO2. But the strict scientific evidence that the earth is warming I leave to those who know. There are things at work here other than the facts. One is the hostility of the American left to certain kinds of freedom represented by the automobile, especially the suv. For American liberals the miserific vision is Joe six-pack in his pickup on his way to a nascar rally, or, worse, Wednesday evening prayer meeting. He should be using public transportation, drinking Perrier or white wine, and on his way to an elevating lecture.


    And this hatred of the automobile is rooted in a deep ambivalence about technology generally. Al Gore’s Earth in the Balance is a thoughtful book by an intelligent man. It is nonetheless too much a reprise of the wisdom of the sixties, which urged, and often achieved, a Rousseau-like return to nature, and which in the writings of Theodore Roszak (Making of a Counter-Culture and its Youthful Opposition, 1969) and Alvin Toffler (Future Shock, 1970), damned reason, Aristotle, Baconian science, and Cartesian philosophy as having separated man from nature. Roszak and Toffler were variously vulgarizing a tradition that derived from Eliot and Maritain, and by another route from Ruskin. Mr. Gore has said nothing on this topic that was not said with greater effect by these gurus of his youth. Nevertheless they have a point, and an important one. The machine, technology, is the realization of the Cartesian dream through which abstractive intellect dominates nature, often thoughtlessly and destructively. Cartesian science then causes alienation from nature, its abuse, and perhaps even global warming. Mr. Gore’s solution is the creation of a kind of cosmic stasis through a global Marshall Plan, a world-wide project calculated to control or end change.


    Certainly our alienation from nature is destructive, but the march of technology, which is as John Paul ii noted, irreversible, probably cannot be rendered manageable by Mr. Gore’s world-wide, globe-saving system. Mr. Gore knows that this will be impossible to achieve, at least apart from a global tyranny of unexampled proportions. But there is nothing wrong with offering impossible solutions that spur thought and action.


    Forget CO2. Anybody who has seen smokestacks billowing heavenward, soap suds in the creek, empty beer bottles on the median, curbs littered with old tvs and unusable sofas, knows that the world is being overrun with pollutants and polluting objects. In the face of this, even if Gore’s solution is morally and practically flawed, one must do what one can do. Gore rejects this adaptive solution—too little too late—in favor of draconian measures, but the adaptive solution has this in its favor: it is rooted in a clear moral imperative and is something everybody can do, now. Anyone can recycle where it works and use a bit less. Not everything the Green folk say is, on its own terms, unsound. Newman pointed out, as we entered the new moral world he so presciently foresaw, that God often allows things doubtful in themselves to do the partial good they can do before allowing them to die. Probably environmentalism is such a thing.


    As for not allowing one’s life to be dominated by technological abstractions, one might make it a rule to watch only those television shows that lift up the heart, convey useful information, or provide insinuation-free entertainment, a rule that would give Americans much more time for good works.


    But it should at the same time be noted that while Christians would do well to accept whatever truth there is in Green-ism, we are not free to believe in stasis, in a changeless world. We are told that the cosmos has a purpose and a pattern and an end, and that this purpose is in God’s hands, not in ours. We know that the world is not eternal and that in the end nature, too, will fail. Whether this failure is to be induced by human folly or simply brought about by God, or by both, whether the end of our time comes tomorrow or in a million years, is unclear, but we are told with authority that the journey of this precious earth will end in what might be called ecological catastrophe, with waters becoming wormwood, a third of trees, a third of the earth and all green grass burned up (Rev. 8:7, 11). The New Creation is born not of the progressive, wise use of nature, morally necessary as that may be, but out of the failure of the old; by the power and wisdom of God, who makes all things new. The New Jerusalem comes down out of heaven from God.

  


  
    The End of Valor


    
      It is not a few deaths roving the world around him that make a hnau miserable. It is the bent hnau that would blacken the world.


      C. S. Lewis, Out of the Silent Planet

    


    We have been slow to accept the fact that a great democracy cannot fight a war opposed by the class that controls the public rhetoric. This class, the editorial writers, movie-makers, and television producers oppose not only the present war but all wars, and that on principle. Their principle is not simple pacifism, nor is it doubts as to the justice of any modern, technologically enabled, ideologically inspired war such as one might find among thoughtful Christians.


    One of the deepest fault lines in our civilization separates those who believe in standing up to evil, both in ourselves and in the world, and those who believe that evil is nothing more than a failure in communication to be solved by dialogue. The keepers of the pubic rhetoric tend to the latter. They believe this not so much from a deep commitment to pacifism as from a kind of psychological utilitarianism that is partly personal as well as robustly theoretical. The public culture of the mind is largely represented by word-happy secular progressives who write, report, do theater, and make movies. Typically these were not the boys who put their bodies on the line on the playing fields of Eton or anywhere else, but those more at home with words, happy organizing debates, publishing the school paper, and producing the school play. Often those who inhabit a world of words will have little sympathy for those who heed the call of battle on Friday afternoon. This bifurcation is, of course, not universal, but it is typically twentieth-century American; the Greeks thought real men wrote as well as fought. Not so, at least not characteristically, in our civilization.


    But ironically, later, boys good with words will turn into men with the power to represent and persuade. Thus the rhetoric of the civilization will fall into the hands of a class of persons many of whom believe on experiential grounds that courage, standing up to things, is seldom successful; they after all have become powerful with words.


    Why did the Duke faculty so quickly condemn the lacrosse team? Because the members of the lacrosse team were just the kind of people known to enjoy contests and even conflict, quite capable of brutalizing the powerless. It is not an unjust appeal to arms, but any appeal to resolution by the courage of the field that the wordsmiths consider misguided.


    And the commonplaces of modernity have provided a theoretical basis for their conclusions. If mankind is good, only corrupted by laws and traditions, then firmness, conviction to the point of sacrifice, reason-governed aggression, even on behalf of truth, is always a problem, never a solution. The only solution is better understanding, for conflict is always a failure of sympathy, insight, and dialogue. Humans are only violent as a response to injustice; understand, remove the injustice, and peace will prevail.


    With the national rhetoric in the hands of media persons possessed unshakably of these ideas, it is impossible that the United States will have what can properly be called a victory in Mesopotamia or anywhere else. For the keepers of our public rhetoric the war was misguided from day one, not principally because it was the wrong war but because it was war, and those who participate in it are not heroes but either victims or villains, either innocent boys unnecessarily sent into battle by callous, power-hungry seniors or raging killers.


    We are now thoroughly imbued with that point of Hegelian philosophy which teaches that things unsuccessful must have been wrong. This idea, that victory and success are self-justifying, is the darkest side of the dark proposition that whatever is, is right, which really means: whatever can be effected is right. If Napoleon were a creature of the twenty-first century, instead of being imprisoned on St. Helena by the victorious English he might have been tried by a French court for leading the French armies into a disastrous war with Russia. Instead of being buried as the glory of France beneath the dome of Les Invalides, his bones might have been flung over the cemetery wall. If Leonidas were our contemporary, he might have gained, instead of a monument at Thermopylae, obloquy for leading the best of the Spartans to defeat and death. This must be if valor in the service of right does not matter, only success.


    And underneath the relegation of valor to the cellars of historical imagination is a new understanding of the death of the valorous. The Greeks were notoriously obtuse about exactly what happened to the ordinary man after death, but they knew that soldiers were welcomed into the Elysian Fields and made honoring their memory a civic duty. Simonides spoke for every Greek: “Glorious is the fortune, noble the end.…Bear witness, Leonidas, the Spartan King who leaves behind him a great crown of valor, and undying renown.” For Romans the way to the stars was courage in battle. In the Middle Ages the knight was bound for life with God because, willingly, he would lay down his life for a friend.


    “It is sweet and right to give one’s life for one’s country” was written by a race that knew two things. Bitter, bitter it may be, but those who had thus given their lives, if they did so for justice, have also fulfilled them in a way that those who live to old age may not achieve. They also knew that God welcomed good soldiers to a greater life.


    On the eve of D-Day in 1944 President Roosevelt led the nation in a prayer that included these words of supplication for the brave men who would die on the Normandy beaches: “Some will never return. Embrace these, Father, and receive them, Thy Heroic Servants, into Thy Kingdom.”


    Perhaps this world is gone forever but we ought not let ourselves believe that when courage in battle is rendered impossible, whether by psychology, technology, or other circumstances, any other kind of courage will long survive.

  


  
    Shakespeare on Love and War


    
      Therefore should every soldier in the wars do as every sick man in his bed—wash every mote out of his conscience. And dying so, death is to him an advantage, or not dying the time was blessedly lost wherein such preparation was gained.


      Henry v

    


    The last decade has witnessed a renewed interest in Shakespeare’s religion. Not many now doubt that William Shakespeare had Catholic sensibilities and an imagination rooted in the fifteenth century, rooted there perhaps as in a safe vantage point from which he could praise an older England without raising the hackles of his Tudor contemporaries. Whether Shakespeare was actively a recusant, one who sought out Jesuit missionaries for confession and communion while occasionally conforming as he played before the Queen, is a question that cannot be decided on present evidence. All we can know certainly is that if he had openly displayed Catholic sympathies, he might well have been, like his Arden grandparents, imprisoned in the Tower, tortured, and executed. But for Shakespeare’s biography, we have little other than the evidence of the plays. What they display is a poet of deeply Catholic sensibilities, possessed of a surprisingly profound grasp of the theological complexities of war.


    Our chief witness is Henry V, act iv, scene 1. It is the night before the battle of Agincourt, and the King walks incognito among his soldiers. Williams, a private soldier, reflects that if the king’s cause is not good, Henry bears the burden of many deaths and maimings, the heaviest burden being the likelihood that many soldiers the king has led into battle may not die well, having the hope of heaven, because they do not die charitably disposed, in a state of grace, a condition which, Williams points out, is difficult to maintain when “blood is their argument.”


    Here Shakespeare is assuming the Christian doctrine that a just war cannot be pursued out of malice, but must be inspired by a desire for justice and accompanied by a charitable disposition. To Williams’ charge that the king will lead an army of sinners whose deaths, not in state of grace, will be the king’s responsibility, Shakespeare’s Henry makes an answer taken straight from the fifteenth-century doctrine of double effect. That doctrine teaches that the undesirable, even evil, byproducts of good and necessary actions may be tolerable as long as they are secondary effects of some just action and are not directly willed. When the king wills his soldiers’ service he does not will their death. Shakespeare knew that the Christian soldier fought not to kill and maim, but was reminded to love his enemies even as he sought to reestablish peace.


    In the opening lines of Richard ii the king asks Henry Bolingbroke if, in his feud with Thomas Mowbray, he challenges the duke “on ancient malice or worthily as a good subject should, on some known ground of treachery in him?” King Richard will not countenance a conflict fed by “inveterate malice,” but only battle justly directed against treason. Malice will not do; the soldier must be charitably disposed. The army before Agincourt, we are told, was shriven, soldiers confessing their sins, returning to a state of charity, before the battle.


    If we never find any evidence that Shakespeare practiced the Catholic faith overtly in his maturity, this text is enough. As to his thoughts as he met his end in 1616, we must be content with the observation of a Church of England diarist Richard Davies, who wrote, many years after Shakespeare’s death, “William Shakespeare died a papist.”

  


  
    Uniting Us, the Dangers


    
      Ein Volk, Ein Reich…


      National Socialist slogan

    


    
      ‘It must be changed, we don’t care how.’ It is a period in which people are ready to welcome any stirring event, even if it be a catastrophe.


      Martin Fuchs, The Death of Austria (1939)

    


    Politics is, like diplomacy, an unending enterprise in which there are no final solutions, involving the representation of interests within a larger framework of shared ideas and principles. When the conversation is successful, that larger framework tempers or even dominates the conversation. It would be possible to argue that in the Middle Ages haunting norms of justice and a rhetoric of the common good born of a universal Christian presupposition tempered the ever-present contest of interests. But interests there always are. The great cornerstone of English polity, Magna Carta, represented a resolution of the interests of the great barons and the Church with the interests of King John.


    Very often interests are represented by parties. In Athens the patricians organized against the perioikoi, the less well-off suburbanites. In Rome politics was determined by the contest between the optimates and the populares. In Constantinople the differing interests of the blues and greens affected the palace and the hippodrome. In Italy and throughout the empire there were papal Guelphs and anti-papal Ghibellines. In eighteenth-century Europe, there was the country party against the court party. Dealing with interests, containing them within a workable context of justice, or at least social peace, is the arduous task of politicians.


    But in order for the political conversation to go on successfully, there must exist some at least nugatory moral framework. All parties must agree that their opponents are men of some degree of good will, neither utterly knavish nor intractably foolish. And all must agree that at the margins government by perjury, election fixing, and putsch is unacceptable. Though these from time to time may occur, they are pathologies to be avoided because they signal the breakdown of conversation. For it is a complicated conversation with a delicate balance, requiring time to secure its perfecting. It is not merely voting, not plebiscitary democracy, that has marked the political genius of the West, but the ability first to admit that this patient, often time-consuming conversation is essential to the good of the state and then to maintain both the framework and the will to persist in the conversation.


    What the framework is and how it is to be maintained are at best mysteries, not impenetrable but mysterious still. For culture is a complex tapestry of presuppositions about God, man and nature that originate in the dialectic between a million hearts and the laws and customs and institutions thus created, which institutions then, at least for a time, while these laws and customs live in mind and imagination, reflect and reinforce the personal, creating a common civilization and hence a framework within which politics can go on.


    Two circumstances in particular will always endanger civil discourse. The agreed framework may disappear, so that the conversation no longer occurs among a field of commonly held values and ideals. The political conversation is then likely to become raucous, irrational, and fragmented, spiraling downward toward the breakdown called revolution. In modern times the collapse of the liberal states established by the Treaty of Versailles almost universally illustrated this abandonment of the political conversation because the commonality on which politics must proceed had been strained to the breaking point. By 1930 there was no common ground between Weimar, with its very modern art and morals, and the lingering tradition of German conservatism represented by the lines of black-clad, fifty-something ladies who gave the Nazi salute when Hitler’s Mercedes rolled by because Hitler would stop the rot. In Spain there was no common ground between traditional Catholics and Socialist revolutionaries. In Italy there was no common ground among modernist liberals and tradition-minded monarchists. In Austria there was no common ground between the National Socialists and the Hapsburg Legitimists.


    Thus came Hitler, Franco, Mussolini, and Schussnigg, men of very different moral timbre, but each called in, or allowed in, to effect change from the political irresolution and infighting that signaled the end of the patient political conversation. For in each case the political conversation seemed unproductive, the citizenry grew tired, and revolution threatened. Then there will appear, almost universally in the West, the savior with proposals for unity that require stopping the conversation, forming national coalitions, and moving quickly to close down the tiresome, troublesome political debate by creating a one-party or no-party state. To a public tired of tension, tired of politics as usual, this will be presented in the rhetoric of necessary change. In fact cliques and henchmen will then replace parties. The nation will have unity, but it will also have tyranny.


    It is too much to suggest that the United States stands now where Italy stood in 1922, Germany in 1932, Spain in 1935 and Austria in 1938. The cultural framework is not broken but bent. Yet what common ground can be found between those who think the life of a child can be sacrificed casually, routinely, often for mere convenience and those who believe every life belongs to God? What commonality is there between those who believe in the omnicompetent, universally planned, provider state and freedom?


    In such a climate, as the conversation strains the limits of the cultural compact, office-seekers will promise change, an end to politics as usual, and unity. When they do so, they are envisioning an end to the political conversation on their own terms. The conversation may be difficult, the resolution of exacerbative issues unforeseeable, but the conversation is still better than the unity thus proposed.

  


  
    When God Doesn’t Care


    The front page of the March 25, 2008 Dallas Morning News carried the headline: “Attacks on staff rise in disd,” adding the consoling sub-title, “Student assaults have doubled since 2002, are still below state average.” About 1960 there was no statistic at all. What happened? There are of course many answers: latchkey kids, permissiveness, television violence, the culturally acceptable fashion of attacking authority. But certainly one part of the answer is that we, not just our children but most of us, have none of that fear of the Lord that is, we are told, the very beginning of wisdom. The average child has every right to think that nobody cares, because if God does not care, in the end nobody does.


    We are perhaps all familiar with the tales of religious sisters who warped little Johnny’s psyche by telling him that his guardian angel was whispering in one ear, the devil in the other and that if little Johnny listened to the devil he would go to hell and be punished everlastingly. This we are told is the very worst kind of moral education. But, alas, there is one kind that is worse. And that is the education conducted in a moral context in which God does not care, and in which the highest moral appeal is to the standards of political correctness or, finally, to the positive authority of the police. For without God to back them up, lurking there at the edge of conscience, parents, teachers, policemen, and tax collectors are just other sets of fallible men and women who have interests different from my own and whose claim to authority can be ignored or circumvented as occasion requires. The prospect of eternal punishment may be highly discomfiting, but free fall into the moral vacuum in which actions have no significance beyond the displeasure of a teacher or judge is consummately destructive.


    Malcolm Muggeridge often remarked that when the entire gdp of the United States is directed to funding public education, ignorance will be universal, his point being that as school budgets have increased, learning has withered. For this there are many reasons, but one surely is the neglect of the axiom that apart from a significant moral context, teaching cannot be fruitful. If learning were just information, the computer, always an abstractive, one-person operation no matter how interactive it might be, would do quite nicely. But in fact not only does language itself create a moral context, but, properly pursued, teaching and learning take place in a community in which language is establishing hour by hour the meaning of right action and the sources of authority, whom to obey and what to admire.


    In 1962, when Bible-reading and prayer in schools were stopped by court order, it was hard to see that true religion would suffer. There were not many reports of conversions from the reading of a few lines of the King James and a short prayer. But that brief reading made the case that somebody cared; Someone who was to be listened to, namely God, and if the impression was indistinct, it was nevertheless pervasive. At eight thirty in the morning there was another Somebody in the classroom, to whom even teachers paid attention. And when that Someone vacated the premises, nobody who really mattered was left to care what Johnny did.

  


  
    Christmas in Rome


    Christmas in Rome lasts from December 6, St. Nicholas Day, to at least the Octave of Epiphany, January 13, and during those weeks the birth of the Savior is a public event displayed across the city, from the giant presepio before St. Peter’s to the Spanish steps. In every church there is a crèche, often models of entire villages with the Virgin and Child, Joseph and the shepherds at the center, the Wise Men, if not arrived, coming on hard. There are crèches with music and crèches with running water. And in addition to these sometimes vast compositions, there will always be, raised before the high altar, the baby in the manger, sometimes in plastic simplicity, sometimes with baroque elegance, but always, there is the Child, a reminder in a fallen world that God became a little child, thereby blessing childhood everlastingly.


    Romans are not exactly de-Christianized; they are non-observant and often apostate, but Catholicism is woven so deeply into their culture that they seem insensible to the American attempt to keep Christianity out of the public square or the public square out of Catholicism. My favorite presepio, at Santa Maria in Trastevere, locates the birth of Christ in the piazza in front of the church, and it is not uncommon to be greeted in some splendid baroque church with the sound of “Jingle Bells” or “I saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus.” This Christmas His Holiness Benedict xvi visited the Vatican crèche to the tune of “White Christmas.”


    But this is Italy. Perhaps the Italians will bring down the eu single handedly. Romans still go in the out door of busses and the neat Teutonic line is still ignored in favor of the indistinct bunch.


    England now feels rather different, not only from Italy but from the England of the post-war decades. In his own day Newman was sometimes criticized for what was seen to be a defense of the Church of England he had left. His defense was based on the observation that the religion of English people had for three hundred years been a Bible religion, in which the words of the Authorized Version had become the soul and conscience of England, and he feared that the destruction of that Bible religion would leave the country godless. His fears have been justified. The old Church of England—the Bible-reading, morning prayer church—fell victim first to the Oxford Movement, which tended toward a kind of Catholic-like religion that for all its aestheticism and historicism, while it deepened piety for many, lacked the moral power of the old faith, and which in turn became an easy target for the secularizing movement that began in the 1870s and effloresced in the 1960s. Since 1900 the number of clergy serving the Church of England has declined from 24,000 to 9000. The incumbent in the church Newman built and in which he worshipped in his last Anglican days is now a reverend lady. It is some comfort that after centuries in which first its extirpation and then its marginalization were government policy, the largest group of churchgoing Christians in England are Roman Catholics. But English Catholicism is much like its trans-Atlantic language-mate, various and apparently anemic. The hierarchy has been unable to resist successfully government plans to make moral criticism of homosexuality or refusal to employ practicing homosexuals criminal. At the same time, as state schools become more and more unsafe pathways to certain failure, Catholic parents who did not bother to have Nigel baptized as an infant are taking this step when Nigel is six or eight so that the lad can get into a Catholic school and out of the state educational establishment.


    In England now the principal idea is that there must be no idea, and all in the name of equality. The days after Christmas 2007 witnessed a campaign to punish school principals who, in an attempt to create an educable student body, had stooped to interviewing students and parents. Well, obviously, the well-disciplined children of caring parents tempted the school administrators to cherrypicking, which is anti-egalitarian and now illegal. The result, as one editorial writer observed, is to drive middle class parents to populate the private schools. At the same time the Charities Commission is toying with the idea that private educational efforts should no longer be tax exempt on the grounds that private schools benefit the rich disproportionately.


    All this should be a cautionary tale for it reflects the dearest desires of the nea. Remember, gentle reader, that when the acquired cultural capital composed of circumstance, history, genetic inheritance, character, intelligence, and personal merit are read out of human history, all that will remain is the power of politicians and bureaucrats, armed with an unlimited power of taxation, to make a better world according to whatever theory they then hold.

  


  
    A Taste for Tyranny: Abortion as Political Theater


    
      Man has got to take charge of man. That means, remember, that some men have got to take charge of the rest.


      C. S. Lewis, That Hideous Strength

    


    The twentieth century poses many questions on which the future will depend, and not the least of these is the origins of the reawakened yearning for life in the collective dominated by a tyranny, hard or soft. Why is the idea of freedom foreign to the East and episodic in the West? Why did crowds line the streets, dewy-eyed, to cheer as Hitler rode by? Why could Mussolini routinely fill Piazza Venezia with hysterically cheering Italians? Why is Stalin the second most popular man in Russia? Why did the prisoners in the Gulag weep when Stalin died? Why does modernity have a particular taste for tyranny?


    In different ways the Jews and the Greeks had begun the long march toward freedom. Pericles argued that Athens was great because Athens was not Sparta; its citizens were free. The heroes of the Old Testament were men who would not bend the knee to tyrants because a higher loyalty to God had made them free: Daniel, the Three Children, Mattathias.


    The freedom we have enjoyed began in the collapse of the most successful secularism the world has known, the Empire of Augustus. Like ours, it was a great secular system that delivered benefits which obscured its real character. It was brought down by a combination of its own internal failures and the rise of the religion of the Greeks and Jews, which it saw instinctively as its mortal enemy. But Christ won, the old empire ended, transformed by belief in God who was not Caesar.


    These men and civilizations, Pericles justifying what might be called Athenian exceptionalism, Judas Maccabeus, enraged, attacking a Hellenized idolater, believed in God, or at least the gods and hence in freedom. For God is the only guarantor of human freedom. A godless culture will be a servile culture. I am not thinking of the godlessness represented by the facts that now every movie must be to some degree pornographic or that the language is daily degraded. I am thinking of the fundamental fact of the absence of belief in God. Other civilizations have been wicked—it comes easily to us humans—but few have been godless. The English Restoration is said to have been especially wicked, as was the court of Louis xvi, but while hypocrisy may have been rampant, these were not godless moments. Even the French revolutionaries found they could not do without the idea of God, although the deity they proposed was blasphemy. But we as a culture are now hostile to God—we are his enemies. And pray do not be deceived by the fact that if you poll Americans exiting the amc six, ninety-something percent will say they believe in God. What God does for many of those who say they believe is unclear; in any event seldom does this god influence life beyond the margins of sentimentality.


    Whatever caused us to become Godless, whether it was the culture of comfort or the substitution of virtual life for real life, Godlessness is the inevitable concomitant of tyranny, or, stated differently, belief in God challenges the absolute sovereignty of the state while unbelief opens the way to its dominance and hence to some kind of totalitarianism. Chesterton said that if men do not believe in God they will believe in anything. But there is more. If they do not believe in God the anything they are likely to believe in will be themselves, and if they believe in themselves they will become slaves to other men, and government will become tyranny. Politicians speak of reconciling the increasingly combative politics of the Unites States, but there will be no reconciliation because the issue is not resolvable; to talk of moderation is nonsense because all issues are manifestations of one issue: Do men belong to other men or to God?


    Abortion is the sacrament of tyranny, and for a reason. It is in a profound sense the only moral issue, for from it flows the great political conclusion that determines the landscape of life. This grisly practice establishes in the mind of members of the abortion-based culture the proposition that persons belong to other persons. I am not thinking here of what may or may not be sin on the part of a frightened girl, perhaps urged on by a boyfriend or parents, who may genuinely believe her action is justifiable; nor presently of the grave injustice to the child whose life is taken. With due regard for the fact that the life of every unborn child must be fought for through witness and counsel and political effort, if the fight for that life is lost, God will care for that child in his mercy. I am rather speaking here of what the abortion culture does to the civilization that permits or encourages it, and pointing out the relevant fact that the toleration and encouragement of the destruction of some persons by others marks the beginning of the passage of a civilization into tyranny, and indeed into barbarism.


    The choice to abort is a personal sin and a violent tragedy, but state sponsorship of abortion is also a political act of far-reaching significance. Of course it destroys, but in another way it educates, leading inevitably to political tyranny, and it does so because its message is the proposition that some persons belong by right and absolutely to other persons. It is the cause and the result of atheism, for if men believe that others as much as themselves are God’s good creatures, they will hesitate, but if they do not believe that they and other men and women belong to God their Creator, they will believe that they belong to themselves, and once it is established in imagination that life is purely a human matter, life will pass from the domain of every-man-his-own-master into the domain of the state, where some men will be the masters of others.


    Statism, collectivism, and tyranny—and the abortion culture—are inseparable partners. China is the poster culture. There has been in modern times only one totalitarian state that did not overtly encourage the abortion culture: Italy from 1921 to 1943, and that was because Mussolini knew that while the Italian people might be lured into his fantasy of faux grandeur, they would never take to a practice that so clearly contradicted their inherited faith. And, yes, it is true that National Socialism in Germany rewarded the mothers of large families—true because soldiers were needed—but these persons belonged to the Fatherland, and on another day Hitler would have ordered those same persons destroyed, as he did millions. For persons belonged to the state, and whether there were to be few or many, that the state would decide.


    The political class in the United States now enthusiastically sponsors the abortion culture. In recent weeks a new regime, in its first days, has funded abortion in China (often forced abortion), has removed the prohibition that would prevent a physician from cracking the skull of a newborn who had survived abortion. It has made motions to remove the clause that allowed medical persons who opposed abortion to decline to participate in it or recommend for it. It has appointed a council on women and girls consisting unanimously of abortion advocates. It has appointed a chief legal counsel to the Federal government who has written that pregnancy is slavery. Abortion is sponsored zealously, not reluctantly, by a chief magistrate who voted repeatedly that a child who survived his or her attempted murder should still be killed by medical persons whose sensibilities Nazi doctors would have approved.


    What this tells us is that at its heart the political class is insistent that persons belong to other persons and therefore ultimately to the state. Not even in the American South, the poster child for wickedness because of its history in this matter, not even in darkest Mississippi, was it ever maintained that one person had an unqualified, arbitrary right to deprive any other person, even one in bondage, of life.


    We are all tottering toward bondage now, and for the most part happily. The route we have traveled to this new Egypt is not unknown: two hundred years of increasingly corrupt education, two hundred years of the increasing inability of the political class to provide moral leadership, two hundred years of the accommodation of the Church to the culture. Slowly at first, then gaining momentum as technology transformed culture, then crashing down like an alpine avalanche after the technology of birth prevention was perfected. And now, at last, triumphant.


    The abortion culture must be a statist culture. The enemy of the statist culture is the free, acting person, who, while he may, in the words of the New Testament, honor the king and render unto Caesar, knows that there is a King of Kings who created and loves, judges, rewards, and punishes. This free person also knows that no other person is his possession. The fact that the political class is not simply permissive but is zealous for abortion and contraception suggests that they know its value as political theater. The political class knows that abortion (and contraception, its presupposition) is not merely one, but the best and most essential instrument of political propaganda, calculated to inure the population to the normalcy of man’s control over man. A chief executive who will persistently defend the right of a doctor to take in hand the head of a new-born, crush it open, and suck out the brains, has made the decision that man belongs to man. Conversely, the defense of life and the defense of natural procreation are the cornerstones of freedom because they are the signs that God, not man, governs mankind. This the enemy knows well.


    The greatest political act a free citizen can commit is to leave the birth of children in the hands of God and to decline to kill even the inconvenient because men do not belong to other men but to the Lord.

  


  
    Christ and the Animals


    
      And every creature which is in heaven, and on earth, and under the earth, and such as are in the sea, and all that are in them, I have heard saying, “Blessing and honor, and glory, and power, be unto him that sitteth upon the throne and unto the lamb for ever and ever!”


      Revelation 5:13

    


    The Gospels have a mission to mankind of such significance that talk about animals is rare, and then unflattering and unsentimental. Indeed the whole question of animal nature is puzzling. Like mankind, the animals were created good. But when evil attacked mankind, was the serpent, subtlest of the animals, their natural king, a victim or an accomplice? Was the serpent possessed by Satan unwillingly, or was he in on the plot?


    Inclined as we are to think animals utterly innocent, it is discomfiting to see that the Bible treats the serpent and indeed animals generally as moral creatures, capable originally of good or evil, of obedience or rebellion. Thus the serpent, and presumably all of animal nature, is punished for his lying role in the temptation of Eve and Adam. The serpent knows that God has not commanded Adam and Eve to eat none of the fruit in the garden; he knows also that this imputation will taunt Eve first into defense of her status as knowledgeable and then into rebellion.


    Culpable, then, and guilty, the serpent is made to crawl in the dust. And in the Old Testament animals who attack men are punished, a custom that persisted into the nineteenth century, when at least one rogue elephant was hung. Disgusting as we find such actions, they are a testimony to the residual intellectuality and even morality that tradition has attributed to animals. No owner of a dog or cat can quite believe that these are utterly amoral or completely unthinking. One sees in their sense of shame and desire to please not a conscience per se but a faint awareness of some moral good, and in their attempts to listen and understand a capacity that lies just at the edge of reason.


    Before the farm was abandoned for the city, there was in the West a deep sense of the nature of tamed animals as our companions. One sees this appreciation of animals in the oxen of Laon, those mighty beasts who labored to drag the tons of Caen stone up the hill and who now look out from the high corners of the cathedral towers. Between man and the horse there would be a certain friendship, illustrated from the relation between Bucephalos and Alexander to the comradeship between Traveler and Lee, who sent greetings to his great grey companion, whom, he wrote, he had missed only once since he had left home, that is, every day.


    Such awareness of our fellow-creatureliness is now long past, for in a near-perfect analogy to our treatment of our own species, animals are now typically regarded either with a cloying sentimentality or treated with callous neglect and mechanized abuse. Better to be a poodle or a Manx, cuddled and pampered, than a pig or a calf, now, in grim prescience of things to come for mankind, treated as an adjunct to agricultural processes.


    Animals were involved in the fall; animals suffer, and animals require the redemption of Christ no less than man or any other part of the created order. Noah and his family were not the only creatures saved from the destroying flood, but were commanded to bring with them out of the ark “every living thing that is with you of all flesh—that they may breed abundantly on the earth.” At that point the destiny of the beasts was delivered into the hands of mankind, and while that relation was characterized by abuse as well as just dominion, from the time of Isaiah there has been the image of a pacified creation, in which lion and lamb are friends and the serpent the child’s plaything. How this redemption is effected, whether numberless sacrifices of animals as surrogates for human sin, the long-suffering of animals as beasts of burden, or their place as hunted prey, whether any or all of these are expiatory we cannot know. But we do know that the animals are redeemed by Christ and that they have a place of honor in the New Creation.


    The act of the redemption of the animals is represented in the Apocalypse by the four living creatures whose task it is to sing God’s praise day and night, ceaselessly, throughout all ages. They are the lion, the king of the wild beasts; the eagle, the mightiest of the flying things; the ox, the great beast of the field; and the creature with a face like a man, this latter represented sometimes as simian, sometimes as human. The purpose is clearly to present a taxonomy of the animal realm which is complete. These four are now often associated with the four gospels, but this is an imaginal target of opportunity. In the Apocalypse, and in the earliest iconography of the Roman Church, Santa Pudenziana for example, the four living animals represent animate nature as the trees planted by the rivers of life represent the plants. Their ultimate purpose, like the purpose of all creation, is to praise God.


    Although we do not know the exact means of the animals’ fall and their redemption any more than we know the exact circumstances of the angelic war in heaven—that is not part of our story—we know that when in the Mass we offer praise to God in the ancient words of the liturgy, the Sanctus, we do so with the whole company of heaven, cum Angelis et Archangelis, cum Thronis et Dominationibus, cumque omni militia caelestis exercitus, not only with the faithful angels, the saints and apostles, but also with the lion, the eagle, the ox, and the animal with a human face, and in them all the others, the bear and the giraffe, and yes, dogs and cats, and perhaps, just perhaps, the unicorn. As it was once, in that first garden, when their captain, the subtlest of all the beasts, asked his baneful question, so again, after vast millennia of silence, the animals again have voice.


    The songful presence of the four living creatures is not sentimental but in the deepest sense revelatory. They are nature at its best and highest, and as such they surround the throne of God. They are full of eyes before and behind because they are full of knowledge of the Lord. Created before Adam and Eve, their participation in redemption is the primordial song of praise on which all other praise depends. The ice and snow, the stars of heaven, and the winds of God may have a song, but we do not know it. The unending song of the great animals is the presupposition of all praise. It must come first, then the song of the elect saints:


    
      The four living creatures…do not rest day or night, saying, Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty, who was and is and is to come. And whenever the living creatures give glory and honor and thanks to him who is seated on the throne, who lives for ever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall down before him who is seated on the throne and worship him who lives for ever and ever; they cast their crowns before the throne singing, Worthy art Thou, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for thou didst create all things, and by thy will they existed and were created.


      Revelation 4:6-11

    

  


  
    Christian Civilization?


    
      But now they desire a better country, that is, an heavenly: wherefore God is not ashamed to be called their God: for he hath prepared for them a city.


      Hebrews 11:16

    


    Neither scripture nor tradition says a word about the culture of the Roman Empire or the necessity for the Church to address its ills. The Lord did weep over Jerusalem but he did not propose civic reform. Scripture does say that this world is passing away, and the Apocalypse does say that the great city will come tumbling down, but nothing more. St. Paul, who lived during the gray days of the Flavians, when such worthies as Nero and Claudius ruled the empire, missed countless opportunities to denounce a civilization that was corrupt, built upon slavery, rife with government corruption, prostitution, perversion, and other evils. But all St. Paul said about this moral mess was, “Honor the Emperor,” “Keep yourselves unspotted from the world,” adding in I Corinthians (5:12) that it was not the business of the Church to offer morally improving criticism to those without. Occasionally one of the third or fourth century Fathers would claim that Christianity had brought blessings to the Empire, but events of the fifth century proved these claims precipitate.


    Yet now it is almost impossible to pick up a Catholic publication that does not propose recapturing the culture, Christianizing it, as a project lying at the heart of the Christian faith. Of course the idea of remaking what is perceived as a lost Christian culture has intrinsic appeal, living as we do in the wreckage of what once bore the unmistakable signs of a Christian presence. The idea is appealing to traditional Catholics, who quite understandably long for the moral and intellectual environment of a golden past, and to progressives because, disinterested as they often are in the four last things, the idea of making the world a better place nicely redirects moral concern away from the importunate claims of conscience while seeming by its culture-building actions to make the church relevant to the world.


    Thus while there is always a constituency for building Jerusalem in our own time and place, it is ironic that pleas to create a civilization of justice, love and peace are often addressed to assemblies in which sit Catholics who hold church teaching lightly, and who care about such things as a civilization of peace only as long as it is politically useful and never personally intrusive. Were the senators and congressmen who claim to be Catholics to act in the light of what is best for their immortal souls, change would indeed occur. By doing so they would offer a powerful witness and change the present moral climate, but neither they nor we will build the permanent Christian civilization of our dreams. For culture (or civilization, take your pick) is not a something. It is not an enduring object. It is not a person or persons, not a moral agent, not something capable of salvation or damnation. Culture is an impress made upon a time and place by the thoughts and actions of living mankind, and when those thoughts and actions cease or change, what is left is not a civilization but artifacts and texts from which imagination can make memories of things past. In that sense any civilization is not like a reservoir in which ideas are collected but like a river that dries up when its sources fail. The novels of Jane Austen, like eighteenth-century country houses presented afresh by the National Trust, may tell us of things past, but the culture of Mansfield Park is nowhere to be found. Dead as a doornail. The great French cathedrals, so full of beauty and interest, are now like whales washed up on an alien shore, the faith that built them a flickering light. The presence of such artifacts may inspire contemporary Christians with memories of the historical power of the Christian vision, but Europe itself is increasingly a cultural ghost town whose living inhabitants have long vanished, leaving only recollections of a glorious past for Americans and Japanese to enjoy.


    We ask the cultural question and are tempted to the idea of a Christian civilization because the intellectual fashion of our time is something called historicism, or the conviction that God’s purposes are realized exhaustively in this world’s history. This doctrine comes from sources too numerous to catalog: from the secular vision of an ever-improving political order, from Renaissance optimism, from the Whig theory of history, which teaches us that things are bound to be getting better, and from Hegel, who tells us that whatever is, is right, that the voice of history is the voice of God. Historicism has many children, and indeed diverse, including the Marxist doctrine of the inevitable triumph of communism, the American belief in Manifest Destiny, and Protestant postmillennialism, which teaches that the world will, under grace, grow better and better until Christ returns to a perfected world.


    Unfortunately this last proposal makes its way into Catholic thought by means of a sort of Catholic postmillennialism, a theology the substance of which, to reiterate, consists of truths extended beyond their proper meaning and used to blot out other teachings of Christ; a weak version of Abelard’s doctrine of the atonement—Christ loved us, we should love one another—melded with Walter Rauschenbusch’s Social Gospel of the 1920s—make the world a better place. Thus with the best of good wills we will hear of the civilization of love. The prayer of the Renew Movement will ask us to recreate the earth in the image of justice. While the liturgy in its wisdom asks for peace in our time, we will be exhorted to pray for universal, everlasting peace, now. In all its forms historicism involves the denial, conscious or unconscious, of the Christian pattern according to which history is the story of two diverging paths, two ways ending in a last battle and the action of God, rather than a process, inevitable, through which the world will become better and better. Culture, morally speaking, is in itself irrelevant to the mission of the Church, which explains the silence of the apostles and the fathers regarding it. The lives of Christians and the mission of the Church move within and use an existing culture, and the Church may impress itself on the face of culture, but culture is at best a circumstance, a means, and occasionally, an encouragement.


    In the 1850s one of the first battles between the idea that culture saves and the idea that it does not necessarily do so took place in a correspondence between John Henry Newman and his good friend T. W. Allies. Here, in the shadow of the Catholic Revival, Allies proposed writing a book, later to appear under the title The Formation of Christendom, that would extol the thirteenth century as the greatest age of the Church. Instead of the enthusiastic support Allies might have expected, Newman began to kill the idea with gentle qualifications. Was it not true that the whole world lies under the influence of evil, totus mundus in maligno est in the words of St. John, so that one might say that while there had been periods full of Christians who founded good institutions and made better laws, there had never been a Christian culture? And could one claim that more Christians were made in the thirteenth than the nineteenth centuries? If cultural criticism and reform was the work of the Church, why had Saint Paul been silent? Was not Corinth, Newman asked, at least as bad as South Carolina? But the point was and is that reforming culture directly is never the business of the Church. While all of the apostles said the times were evil, none praised or condemned what we would call culture because they understood as we often do not that one human soul weighs more than all of human civilization, beautiful as it may sometimes be, helpful as it may be from time to time.


    The Church never sees its success in the reforming of culture and laws but in the reforming of souls. It follows that the mission of the Church when it is being itself is never to chase the culture, in which case it might with catastrophic consequences succeed in catching it. It is always good to use effective apologetic techniques, as St. Paul did on the Areopagus, appealing to elements of truths that exist in every culture. But in the long run the culture has nothing to teach the Catholic Church apart from its natural share in the truth God has scattered throughout creation, so that every attempt to engage the culture on its own terms ends in failure and poses real danger to the Christian mission. When in the second century Christian apologists began self-consciously to use the Greek philosophers, they did so with the understanding that the Church was the arbiter of what was true, what untrue, in these systems. St. Thomas used Aristotle, but only after purging his works of ideas that the philosopher would have considered central to his thought. Inculturation is a delicate business; when we change the word we change the thing.


    Oddly, while the Church cannot always and ineluctably perfect the world by standing firm in its true mission, it can, by weakening its message, make the world a much worse place. A very fine book could be written entitled: How the Catholic Church Caused the Sixties. It is of course fashionable to blame the apparent desolation of Catholicism in Europe and America on the very wicked culture that rose like a sea around it. True, the devil is ever active. The fact is that when John xxiii opened the windows of the Church, among the things that came pouring in was, in the words of Paul VI, the smoke of Satan. The culture exerts a continuous pressure downward, and if you follow it, it will take you down with it. Better close that window, or at least post guards.


    Even if in the Age of Kennedy it seemed that peace terms could at last be arranged between Christ and the world, the fact remains that the world is in some sense always our enemy. It is not our place to come to terms with it or indeed to worry about it over much. We may love it for its beauty—the created order does always declare the glory of God—and for all its lawful enjoyments, but, as Chesterton said, we must never trust it. The paradoxical fact is that when Christians have simply enjoyed whatever goods it offers and otherwise pretty much ignored its purposes, the Church has made that impression on time and place we call Christian civilization. Chartres and Amiens were built by men who were convinced that what matters most was depicted over the central door: the judgment of God, heaven or hell. What made the Theodosian Code was love and fear of the Lord. What made the feudal system possible was a modicum of shared moral probity. What did make the United States a Christian country in the nineteenth century was not the Constitution or the Declaration, both of which may or may not have been written with any Christian intent and which may be interpreted variously, but a Christian people, just as the influences that have unchristened us are not the education establishment or the aclu or television. These are to a significant degree not causes but consequences, the result of millions of tiny apostasies in the hearts of persons, and when persons cease impressing upon their time and place principles and ideas through their witness, the appearance of a Christian civilization rapidly fails. That this is so should not be controversial among those who have lived the decades between 1950 and 2000.


    The most damning aspect of the new postmillennialism is its tendency to obscure the wonder of the moral world, the real dimensions of the human situation and of the Catholic faith. In its concern for the impossible project of remaking culture, it directs the believer away from the adventure of his own soul, the one thing for which every person is ineluctably responsible and the one thing every person can by grace change for the better. When Christianity impressed itself most successfully on the culture, the governing apothegm was:


    
      Man, please your Maker and be merry and give not for this world a cherry.


      Dunbar

    

  


  
    What We Deserve


    
      For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men.


      Romans 1:18

    


    
      And the old man, who was then so old that he hardly spoke at all, said suddenly out of his silence, “I should thank God for my creation if I knew I was a lost soul.”


      G. K. Chesterton, Autobiography

    


    In a political season there will be a great deal of talk about what we deserve. If we are economically well placed, we deserve an ever-ascending stock market. If we labor day by day we deserve ever-ascending and certain wages. We deserve health care, job security and home ownership, and, by the way, everyone has a right to go to the college of his or her choice.


    And in a certain sense this is all quite true. In a perfect society, under the doctrine of the common good, although we may not quite deserve all these things item by item, day by day, we do deserve life and liberty, a just reward for our labor, and a government good enough to create stable circumstances.


    But in another sense the thought that we deserve the good life is one of the great causes of misery and political disorganization. Chesterton once wrote that the doctrine of original sin was the most cheerful dogma he knew. He meant by this that, at the least, the Christian doctrine of original sin makes life tolerable by helping us understand ourselves, and helping us understand as well the evil that befalls us in a fallen world. But original sin, the taint upon our nature born of Adam’s rebellion, has a deeper meaning and a more immediate bearing on life. Christian theology teaches that we come into life as flawed creatures, owing a debt that we cannot pay and suffering a condition that, unless it is relieved, will mean that life cannot end before the throne of God but must end in the punishment due creatures who cannot but displease their Creator.


    This doctrine, graphically illustrated over cathedral doors in the Middle Ages by the carved display of Christ with the elect on his right hand, the damned in pain on the left, seems harsh to modern ears. In fact, its harshness is surrounded by conditions: the unwillingness of a just God to punish with eternal fire those who cannot know; his willingness to receive those who, not knowing, seek righteousness with a single heart; and, above all, his mercy. But none of this obviates the great fact that we come into the world as, in St. Paul’s very direct words, children of wrath.


    This is a fact. It is also good news. The Fathers often call the fall of man a happy fault because it opened for mankind the gates of God’s providential love, and that redeeming love then filled and fills the world with joy. A culture of rancor, ingratitude and anger at a world that sometimes imposes hard conditions, cannot build Chartres, compose Mozart’s Requiem, or write the Tempest. It is striking that a Christian world, the world of St. Paul, Augustine, and Anselm, secure in the knowledge of damnation justly deserved saves us, says the Mass, from final damnation. This world was yet more secure in the knowledge of Christ’s grace, making this a happy world, happy because it was effused with gratitude. There is a reason why the Eucharist is a title taken from a Greek word that means simply “thanksgiving.” And while we are thanking God for all the blessings of this life, we are most of all thanking God for the sacrifice of Jesus Christ which has brought us grace and life.


    It is hard to find a sustained literature of victimhood and complaint in the Middle Ages, or even in Dickens, but complaint and victimhood poison the very air of the early twenty-first century. That this occurs is the direct result of the pernicious doctrine that we are born good, a doctrine that makes the world unintelligible and bitter. From Renaissance optimists like Pico della Mirandola to the Deists to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, there runs the theme of the innocence of man, and with it the thin crescendo of complaint that we have been corrupted and betrayed by law, tradition, custom, and government. The world as it is must then be explained by the corrupting nature of the laws and customs of civil society (Rousseau) or by human malice. The bitterness that threatens to ravage American culture is born in part of the conviction that what is wrong with the world, since I am innocent, must be caused by the malice of others. My struggle in life is caused by the rich. The government causes the economy to fail. I am good; the environment is damaging. At worst, the evil and pain that impinge on every life are caused by lack of education; knowledge will set you free, a doctrine originally espoused in the garden by the serpent and since propagated by Gnostics, Anabaptists, illuminati, philosophes, rationalists, Horace Mann, the National Education Association, the Humanist Association and its allies, the aclu, the national librarians associations, the sex education industry, and National Public Radio. The latter is an especially poignant example, for npr greets the world every day with a kind of breathless disingenuousness, amazed that after all the education, after the United Nations, after contraception, there are still, as the Great Authority said, wars and rumors of wars.


    It is easy to see that this doctrine of original goodness can turn the world into a hell on earth. It renders Christianity essentially irrelevant, because it renders Christianity essentially optional. If the beginning of wisdom is the fear of the Lord, that fear must be rooted in the reality of God’s existence, perfection, power, and justice, and in our fallenness. If we are good, saved by knowledge and benevolence, Christianity is rightly what it has become in the United States: at best optional. God’s mercy is not then the central fact of my life, because I owe His justice nothing, and Jesus Christ is but a kind of gentle encourager who wants to help us make the world a better place and comfort us in times of personal crisis. The four last things are then not death, judgment, heaven or hell, but a good obituary, a sufficient estate, successful progeny, and a happy sendoff to the woozy-white terrain of the nice God, in whom we may have had only conventional interest, while in the church below our associates describe our excellences in ways that would embarrass St. Augustine or St. Thomas. The doctrine of original goodness—the doctrine that man never fell and therefore requires no salvation—is the cause of spiritual desolation. If the Bible is wrong—if we do not come into the world as children of wrath—we do not in fact need God. To be anxious for one’s soul is not an outmoded pathology. It is reality. While the end is love, the Church will accept as a motive for repentance and confession fear of the Lord because that fear is the first step along the road to God’s love, and awareness that without Christ we are children of wrath is a reality that blossoms in a life of gratitude and hence of joy and peace.


    The political consequence of the doctrine of original goodness is rancor that seeks not reform but revenge. In theory it should be possible to make the world good, for is not my weakness and failure the result simply of inattention or lack or effort on the part of a pusillanimous government whose agents are unwilling to allocate sufficient funding, or, as noted above, the result of implacable ill will on the part of others? We now pray for everlasting peace. The Mass more wisely prays for peace in our time. We look forward to a world from which pain has been expelled. Governments should be able to control hurricanes. Post modernity is liable to say, “We are innocent; unaccountable difficulties have befallen us. Let us complain and sue.” Happy sinners, the recipients of unaccountable grace and mercy, will say, “While we were in our sins, Christ died for us.” Joy to the world.

  


  
    Blessed Charles of Austria and the Kingship of Christ


    From the reign of David at the beginning of the first millennium before Christ until the day before yesterday, the form of government in the Christian world was kingship, and that Christian kingship was, given the vagaries of human nature, arguably the best government the world has known. That this might be so is now carefully concealed from school children under a specious historiography which teaches that kings were always tyrants and that the New Testament is about democracy, the latter fact unaccountably obscured during the Dark Ages, rediscovered by enlightened founding fathers, perfected in the United States and spread throughout the world.


    Let it be said at once that the founding documents of the United States are works of local genius, offering what may have been the only possible political solution for the modern age in which the idea of an organic culture professing a common faith is unthinkable. But gratitude that the republic has existed for two centuries ought not obscure the fact that our constitutional republic, now increasingly a democracy, was made workable and successful not only by the Constitution and Declaration, but, as the greatest of the founders wrote, by locating those documents among a religious people, Christian, in fact, adherents of a religion founded not in 1689 or 1776 or 1789 but on that hill in far away Palestine at the beginning of time as we count it.


    The modern republic at its best is government for a fatherless world. Eric von Kuehnelt-Leddhin, the notable Austrian political theorist, wrote that the three natural political realities are the Fatherhood of God, expressed through His kingship, that makes all men brothers; the fatherhood of the king over the nation; and the fatherhood that creates the family. The age of kings is past, destroyed in part by the feckless, unkingly attempts at absolutism that brought down the Stuarts, Louis xvi, the Enlightenment, Hapsburgs, Nicholas ii, and Kaiser Wilhelm, and in part by the age of revolutions that on philosophic grounds sought a fatherless world, not of brothers but of equal competitors, each living out the dark myth of social Darwinism. In that destructive brew, the last ingredient is the anti-patriarchy which seeks the destruction of fatherhood, that is, secular feminism.


    That being as it must be, one of the last, apparently anachronistic, acts of John Paul ii, and one that should engage attention in an era of political malaise, was the beatification of Charles of Austria, the last Emperor of the Austro-Hungarian empire, in the year 2004. Son of Archduke Otto and Princess Maria Josephine of Saxony and great-nephew of Emperor Franz Joseph I, Charles maintained a strong devotion to the Holy Eucharist and the Sacred Heart of Jesus from boyhood. His life motto was: “To seek to know and to do God’s will and to seek to do it in the most perfect way.” His marriage to Princess Zita of Bourbon and Parma in 1911 was founded on their common dedication to Christ and the Blessed Sacrament. With the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the thrones of Austria and Hungary, in 1914, Charles became heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, succeeding as Emperor of Austria and Apostolic King of Hungary on the death of Emperor Franz Joseph in November 1916.


    Charles inherited his office from his great uncle Franz Joseph in the middle of the Great War, a war begun by the assassination of the Archduke Ferdinand, and enflamed by Austrian insistence that Serbia, the putative sponsor of the assassins, be punished. The tale of the summer of 1914 has been told often: how Austria, having exacerbated Balkan instability by annexing Bosnia in 1908, unwilling that the murderers of their future king go unpunished, encouraged by Prussia, went to war, bringing Russia, France, Great Britain, and finally the United States into the field for a bloody debacle from which Europe has never fully recovered—the Kosovo-Bosnia-Serbia hostilities of the 1990s being in part its inheritance.


    From the time of his accession, Charles worked to bring the war to an end, his being the only government to support Pope Benedict XV’s peace effort. The dismemberment of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the supplanting of monarchies, especially Catholic monarchies, by secular ethnic democracies was an understandable but baneful goal of the victors, having, as such actions do, their own unintended consequences, notably the unchecked rise of German influence in Europe.


    Exiled to Switzerland in March 1919, Charles, confident of his title and inspired by his sense of duty and the threat of post-war communism, tried twice in 1921 to regain his throne. Since he refused to be the cause of civil war, Charles accepted exile to Madeira, but, considering his office a vocation given by God, he never abdicated his crown or title. His widow, Princess Zita, lived in mourning her remaining 67 years, until in 1989 she at last returned to Austria to be buried in the tomb of the Hapsburg emperors.


    In the race for sanctity, the fact that Charles was the last emperor is merely grist for the mill, the question being, as it was with the missionaries, martyrs, and founders of religious orders beatified with him by John Paul ii, how did Charles fulfill his particular vocation to sanctity? That vocation was exercised through his discharge of his duties as the ruler of the multi-ethnic, religiously diverse central European empire that was the remnant of the Holy Roman Empire, that empire founded in one sense by Charlemagne but in another as old as Constantine—or Augustus. Its boundaries shifted as nationalism broke France from it; and after the religious settlements of the sixteenth century divided its religious heart, the empire was increasingly a shadow. Napoleon, that bureaucratic wrecker of tradition, abolished it in 1806 and after the Congress of Vienna in 1814 the empire was an ideal represented by the House of Hapsburg, whose kings, even after the rise of Prussia, still ruled a territory that stretched from Tyrol to the Russian frontier and from Silesia to the Dalmatian coast.


    Charles of Austria was beatified not because he was a king but because his life as a Christian, lived in the context of his vocation, was heroic; his witness to Christ, whose name was on his lips at his death, unfailing. The events of the Great War, the end of kingship represented by the death of Charles in 1922, and the subsequent establishing in 1925 by Pius XI of the Feast of Christ the King cannot have been unrelated events. The Church and the Empire had lived in uneasy alliance for sixteen centuries—the imperial prayers would not be dropped from the papal liturgy until 1955. But the ideas of Catholic kings and kingdoms had become inconceivable. Yet the original on which that ideal was built, poorly realized as are all things human, remains eternally. Christ is king forever. Thus the Feast of Christ the King was established, first in October, but subsequently celebrated on the last Sunday after Pentecost, the last November Sunday before the Church celebrates the coming of Christ the King both as the Son of Mary in Bethlehem and with great glory at the end of the age. For that Sunday the traditional preface to the Mass recites the anointing of Christ as eternal High Priest and Universal King; that “offering Himself on the altar of the cross, as an immaculate and peaceful oblation, He might complete the pledge of human redemption; and all creation being made subject to His dominion,” delivering into the hands of the Eternal Majesty, “a kingdom eternal and universal, a kingdom of truth and life, a kingdom of holiness and grace, a kingdom of justice, love and peace.”

  


  
    Other Suns, No other Son


    
      Just as there is a multiplicity of creatures on earth, there can be other beings, even intelligent, created by God. This is not in conflict with our faith because we can’t put limits on God’s creative freedom.


      Emmanuel Carreira, Vatican astronomer

    


    One might think that the Vatican astronomer, in the light of the perduring bad publicity occasioned by the handling of the Galileo affair, might wish to avoid even the appearance of theological controversy. But now there is the assertion that we have brothers on other planets, or at least that we may hope this is so. I leave aside the implication that His “creative freedom” might, in a somewhat Islamist or nominalist way, move the divine will beyond God’s nature as Word and Reason, into absurdity.


    In making this claim, the Vatican astronomer joins that band of wise men who watch the skies like the wise men of old. But they were looking for the King of the Jews, not for what is called “life.” There may, we are assured, be “life” on Mars or Venus or somewhere beyond this terrestrial globe. The word “life” is itself part of a vocabulary in which the word “life-forms” and “lifestyle” play an important part, the supposition being that there is something called life which stands around in the universe waiting to take form, rather like prime matter in Aristotle, perhaps presently unformed, but ready to spring into being at the right moment. The search for extraterrestrial life seems to bring exaltation when there is rumor of moss on Mars. If there were a superior race of creatures on Jupiter, it would go far to clinch an argument made consistently since the Renaissance that man is not after all, to use modern rhetoric, so very special. After all, are not all high school children told that one of the great benefits of Copernican astronomy was to show medieval man that he was not the center of the universe? So, it is thought, if we were to find our elder brothers of greater intelligence, or perhaps any creature at all, we would be put in our place.


    In fact our place, for better or worse, is as the crown of God’s good creation. And the reason this is so is located at the heart of the Nicean Creed, where we are told that Jesus is God of God, Light of Light, True God of True God, not as Arius would have had it, an emanation of the divine. He is rather and gratefully God, and the Incarnation is not a manifestation of one power but the fact of the everlasting and personal union between the Son of God and human nature. That union was before the foundation of the world in the mind of God. It has been the center of history since Christ came to Bethlehem. That divine humanity is located at the heart of the Blessed Trinity eternally. There can be no other Incarnation-like event because God has been made man in an eternal union. There cannot be another rational creature somewhere in the universe because, did such a creature exist, they too would be creatures of a fallen universe and would require the sacrifice of the Incarnation, an Incarnation that would require the union of the Word with another. And this is impossible. When C. S. Lewis told the story of that enchanting world of Malacandra, with its several rational species, he knew that it must be presented as an unfallen world, a world that could be saved by being preserved from sin and death. But the universe is one. The moon is not a barrier that will keep out wickedness. And the one incarnation that sets things right has been accomplished. Indeed it is finished. There might be other organisms from moss to mammoths that share in the condemnation of the Fall and the redemption of Christ, but there cannot be another Incarnation of the Word of God in another kind of nature. There cannot be another Son. When Fr. Carreira argues that the existence of God’s creative freedom makes it possible that there are other intelligent beings, he is tapping the relation between theological nominalism, the doctrine that within God’s self-subsistent being there is no focused and final perfection, and Arianism, the doctrine that God does not become man but merely expresses himself in man.


    Particularity is a scandal to fallen imagination, which tends against the narrow way. One may ask why the claim that Jesus is God is so hard to accept, when it is easy to believe, like Jefferson, that He was a prophet, a teacher of a sublime morality. Why is it difficult to believe that God has been made man when we believe that God may arrive in the next space ship or that he may permeate all creation in the New Age sense? Perhaps because while God Incarnate must be loved and worshiped, He is not an idea to be played with in the mind as the fulfillment of vague hope or the answer to a cosmic loneliness, but a Lord to be reverenced and obeyed. Before Him every knee must bow and every tongue confess that He is Lord.

  


  
    Walsingham’s New Church


    The Oxford Summer Studies program was held this year at Cardinal Newman’s College in Littlemore, a village in the Oxford suburbs in which Newman built the original Church of St. Mary and St. Nicholas in 1836 and to which he retired in 1842. The College in Littlemore was originally a post house, then Cardinal Newman’s college, and finally, in the 1990s, became the home of The Work, an order whose members, mostly Dutch, German, and Austrian, now manage the college as a shrine and conference center. And of course being in England gave me an opportunity to spend two peaceable days at Walsingham.


    The Slipper Chapel, the tiny fifteenth-century Gothic chapel where pilgrims took off their shoes so as to walk the last mile into Walsingham barefoot, is really in Houghton St. Giles, a hamlet the center of which is perhaps a quarter mile south of the Slipper Chapel, and in it is a fourteenth-century church, Church of England now for five hundred years. The great treasure of St. Giles is a rood screen that escaped the destruction of the Edwardian iconoclasts in the 1550s and the Cromwellians in the 1640s. But it did not escape entirely, for the panels in the rood screen wainscoting depict on the left of the chancel gate painted figures of female saints and their children and on the right the doctors of the church. One can be lost in wonder at their beauty until one notices that the face of every saint has been roughly and thoroughly gouged away.


    Why, one may wonder, did some inhabitant of Houghton St. Giles hate the saints? This hatred was not particularly English. The churches in the Spanish Netherlands were despoiled in a three-day rampage in 1566, and this was emblematic of Europe. God must not be incarnate. The classical iconoclasm or image-breaking of the ninth century had espoused the principle that God Incarnate, Christ the Lord, could not be represented in time and place, a theme taken up by the Edwardians, who called holy images and roods idols and burned them.


    But I suspect that their hatred of the images of Christ and the saints ran deeper. The Incarnation, when it is more than a romantic doctrine of God’s presence in everything, is troubling and intrusive. Catholics bring God too near. He is here on the altar, Body and Blood, the Christ Himself. He is here in the confessional helping me to become holy. The insistence of the Reformed that men must have immediate access to God becomes, paradoxically, a means of pushing God out of life, keeping Him at arm’s length, so that the more Calvinists emphasized the majestic otherness of the Lord, the less the Lord has to do with the day-to-day decisions that make up the moral life of the soul. For centuries the saints have been all around us, one great company. They pray for us because to be a saint is to be full of love, and we reverence them, one family. In the sixteenth century it became important that man face God alone, without the intercession of the saints, without our prayers for the departed, and without the prayers of the saints for us. Thus the saints of Houghton St. Giles must be faceless.


    Alas, in the village of Walsingham there is another kind of iconoclasm, for the diocese has built a new church hard by the pilgrimage center. The old church had been at best ordinary. It invited the thought that perhaps it had originally been a war-time temporary building, but over the years decent statues had been collected and the little church was hallowed by prayer. Its design, such as it was, was traditional, laid out along an axis defining a path to God’s altar, a place of prayer. The new church is a theater in the round with that characteristic feature of modernity, a design that is intended to establish an affective relation between the priest and his congregation while saying little or nothing of the Majesty on high. In a subtle way the new church in Walsingham village distorts the path to God as surely as does the desecrated chancel screen at St. Giles.


    The meaning of architecture, the texture of affirmations established by design, is more subtle than that of any other art. It is easy to see that the subject of poetry is life; the subject of painting is the visible world. Susanne Langer calls the subject of architecture ethical domain, a pattern of activity, it being the purpose of architecture to image this pattern in three dimensional spaces. What the old Walsingham church said was “God is here.” What the new church says is “We are here,” an iconoclasm more subtle but no less damaging than the erasing of the saints’ faces at Houghton St. Giles.


    Churchill famously wrote that we first shape our buildings, then they shape us. The quality of the liturgy offered to God in the Roman Catholic churches is not everywhere the same, but too often the ethical domain thus defined is characterized by a heart-breaking ordinariness that borders on the vulgar. One can sympathize with the sentiment Evelyn Waugh expressed in a letter he wrote just days before his sudden death on 10 April 1966: “I now cling to the faith doggedly without joy. Church going is a pure duty parade. I shall not live to see it restored.” Or only in few places and with much heroic effort.

  


  
    Piers Plowman and the Fourteenth Century


    The fourteenth century was, like ours, a time of intellectual and political dissolution. Philosophy was in decay. The great religious orders of the thirteenth century had begun to lose their zeal. France and England were at war. The pope had left Rome for Avignon. The long poem Piers Plowman, written about 1389, was called by Neville Cogill the greatest English religious poem. A few words cannot touch the directness of heart, profound insight, and poetic skill that make Piers Plowman a classic. The author, William Langland, for whom Piers stands surrogate, was a cleric in minor orders, living in a fat country at a fat season, who sang the office for the dead to make a living. From his place near the bottom of the clerical hierarchy Piers wrote a story of the salvation of mankind, the tale of the progress of souls from “Do Well,” through “Do Better,” to “Do Best,” a journey made possible by Christ the Knight who took upon Himself the armor of human nature to give His life for our sins. But Piers found himself critical of the great and powerful, the merchants of course, but especially of the professional religious classes, the bishops and abbots. So critical indeed that Protestants have hastened to see this profoundly orthodox medieval poem as a kind of herald of the reformation. Aware as Langland was of the bishops and bachelors (university-educated clerics), some of whom deserted their cures under Christ for London life, who wound up working in chanceries and neglecting to hear matins and Mass, there is no malice in the poem. There is a note of regret, as in Piers’ words, “May Christ in his kindness save the cardinal and prelates / And turn their wit into wisdom and to welfare of the spirit.”


    What one is witnessing in Piers Plowman is the schism between the professional clerical classes and those in the church whom we might simply call the observant. There is reverence for Peter and a profound awareness of the reality of the Church, but also criticism of priests and cardinals and abbots, not on the grounds that they have left the Faith, but on the grounds that they are imbedded in the culture in ways that make them irrelevant to the life of faith and charity.


    What Piers saw as weaknesses in 1390 would become rampant failure one hundred and fifty years later, for while the English bishops, with one or two noble exceptions, were bending to the will of Henry viii for reasons that at least included a desire to maintain their wealth and station, More, Fisher and the Carthusians were marching to their martyrdoms.


    This unlikely appearance of heroic sanctity in the middle of clerical defalcation goes some way to explain the paradox illustrated by Eamon Duffy’s Stripping of the Altars, which represents English parish life in the 1520s as vibrant and well-rooted. But as events would show, the prosperity of English parish life was fragile for it was leaderless. When the test came, only one bishop, perhaps two—one might count Warham of Canterbury—stood the test. Large numbers of religious took the pension offered by the government and gave up their vocations without protest. This scene would be repeated. When the crisis came in France, in the 1790s, perhaps half the clergy abandoned communion with the Holy Father for the favor of the revolutionary state.


    The image is uncannily reminiscent of the 1950s, when parish life in the United States flourished in a traditional, unreflective way, with churches abuilding and seminaries and convents full. But Catholicism is a religion that flourishes best with leadership, never democratic, always hierarchical. St. Paul assured the Corinthians of one generation that while they had many teachers they had only one father and St. Clement assured the next that their clergy were not elected by their favor but appointed by authority, and from that day the faith has flourished when leadership in things pertaining to salvation was given fearlessly. When leadership fails, and of course it never fails universally, the church does not die—it cannot—but the distance between the observant and the hierarchy grows. As the interest of the hierarchy in accommodation with the culture grows, the piety of the observant may persist for a time, but the body of the faithful, most notably the vast body of the half-struggling un-heroic, is at risk.


    In sixteenth-century England, the feckless neglect of the moral life of priests and people occurred in the midst of the building of King’s College Chapel and the finishing off of Westminster Abbey with the glorious chapel of Henry vii, and the embellishment of village churches that Duffy documents was carried out while the spiritual life of the Church was decaying under the hands of a clerical class that had other concerns. The bishops would be bullied into submission by Henry viii; monks, most of them, bought off with a pension. And thus the people of God were laid open to the slow destruction of their faith by a political culture that scorned it. Courage and clarity returned, as ever it does, but not until suffering and deprivation had begun to recall to clergy and laity the truth that we can never make peace with the world. By 1559 the bishops had recovered courage and upon their refusal to yield was built the great edifice of martyrdom that saved the Catholic faith in England.


    Then as now the cancer was moral, a failure of courage and a confusion of conscience on the part of a people untaught and unled who have learned from a spiritually enervated clergy no longer to fear God more than man. The world Piers knew would not see a serious movement toward reform until the Council of Trent completed its work in 1564, and then it would be more than two hundred years until Trent had permeated the life of the Church.


    So perhaps the 1390s come again, and with them days that require something of Piers Plowman’s ability to maintain love while realizing that the heart of the clerical leadership is too often not so much devoted to its Christ-given work of making saints—nothing against it of course—and to teaching the entire faith in its troublesome fullness, as it is committed to the survival of the institution and staying in touch with the culture, both projects rooted in the world that is passing away.


    The irrelevance of the clerical caste can be measured by its failure to defend the family. A hierarchy interested in the success of the institution will avoid issues that distance the church over which they preside from the culture in which it is embedded. It is a fine and obvious thing to oppose abortion, an action condemned by human tradition and natural law—many philosophers and a majority of evangelical Protestants do no less. It is a finer thing to oppose the presupposition which allows the alienation of begetting from the context of conjugal love. The weakness of leadership with regard to Humanae vitae will ring down the history of the post-1960 years as a source of spiritual desolation issuing in a vast unwillingness to deny ourselves and, incidentally, of our political destruction at the hands of those who love life. When pleasure is alienated from procreation, the result will be warfare between men and women who no longer have a common project that teaches charity, the destruction of marriage, the acceptance of homosexuality as an alternative good rather than the curse it is, and in the end, failing a great renewal, the death of the civilization.


    Piers thought the issues of his day were covetousness and sloth, the love of money, ease, and station, and believed that the clergy and religious were often part of the problem, not its solution. The terms of the battle are different now, for the ecclesiastical willingness to tolerate isolation of procreation from the rich context of human love, the persisting gentle, intransigent condescension toward tradition, and the tendency to avoid teaching and preaching the necessity of conversion from love of self to love of Christ, are not as uncharacteristic as one might hope. Once again the greater one’s love for Christ and the Church is, the more distanced in heart one may find oneself, not from its heroic, Fisher-like individuals but from the hierarchy viewed collectively.


    In such periods it is important to remember that the real aristocracy of the Church is not those clerks in the chancery but the saints. Routinely to confuse the moral leadership of the church with the hierarchy is like concluding that the management committee of the National Football League, not the quarterbacks, exemplifies the best of the game as it is actually played.

  


  
    More than Marxism


    Ideas cannot be put against the wall and shot, and the complex of ideas represented by the French Revolution, ideas that broke out again in Russia and Germany in the early twentieth century, became endemic in the 1960s and will always be part of the American political story. This complex of ideas is like Marxism but it is more than classical Marxism; it is a richer brew, and owes much to the anarchists of the nineteenth century. Its adherents are to be found in your local university, in the local teachers’ union, in the city council, in ngos and foundations.


    As a system this complex of ideas is propagated by the upper middle class on behalf of an imagined constituency of designated victims whose innocence and political righteousness is presumed. It is revolutionary. Language is not a means to truth but to power. As a system it is atheistic and perforce materialistic. It is dedicated to the destruction of the family and (typically) advocates polygamy and homosexuality. Its action committees include most of the professoriate in the soulshaping disciplines and the educational arms of the mainline churches, including many Catholic seminaries.


    To learn more of the origins of this way of looking at life and the world, read those from whose thought it is derived. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, 1754), with his insistence that the very organization of society, with its laws and customs, creates an unnatural inequality, is a good place to begin, and Rousseau’s life was itself an anarchic foray against what he considered convention. Then go to William Goodwin (Political Justice, 1793), to find an early opponent of marriage on the grounds that it is repressive for women. Next read one of the great nineteenth-century anarchists Max Stirner (The Ego and Its Own, 1846), for one source of the idea that any idea is repressive and that reality and self-assertion are synonymous. Go on now to Antonio Gramsci (1896–1937), the Italian philosopher and revolutionary who developed the concept of cultural hegemony and popularized the idea that civilization is not (as Marx maintained) driven by inevitable historical forces but is defined by a hegemonic complex of ideas that revolutionaries must make their own, preferably through gaining control in peaceable ways of education. Herbert Marcuse (One-Dimensional Man, 1964) was a great favorite among campus revolutionaries in the 1960s, bringing to philosophical fruition the conviction that liberal toleration could be as severely repressive as the detested politics of the right. William Ayres, of Weatherman fame, is a disciple of Saul Alinski (1906–1972), the original community organizer and author of Rules for Radicals (1971). Ayres is the heir of this tradition, and, not unexpectedly, occupies a chair in the University of Illinois.


    If this polyglot collection of thinkers shared one idea it was that the western tradition is unjust and corrupting and must be overthrown. If there is a second it is the anti-essentialist position that forms and meanings are products not of truth discovered but of will asserted.


    You, gentle reader, have paid and are paying for these ideas through your taxes and through your charity. Marx said that capitalists would sell communists the rope with which to hang their capitalist enemies. In fact the rope has been a gift. For these ideas, often in weak form, are the staples of university and one fears even seminary life. So when in a political year we see them, in form weak or strong, each paraded across the stage of public debate, be not surprised.

  


  
    Knowledge is a Kind of Love


    
      Ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.


      Serpent to Eve, Genesis 3:5

    


    
      Adam knew his wife, and she conceived Cain.


      Genesis 4:1

    


    
      can now assert his right as a human being to deal with the world about him in an audacious, even cavalier way, and to conceive—that is, to organize—his environment, his relationships, and his destiny in accordance with any system he pleases. The universe is there to be used by him, not he by the universe.


      Andre Malraux, The Twilight of the Absolute

    


    In Hebrew the verb “to know” is used to describe the tenderest, most desired, most fruitful of human relationships. That relationship combines eros and charity, desire and obedience. In That Hideous Strength, C. S. Lewis says of the comedic heroine Jane Studdock, “You did not fail of obedience because you did not love; you failed of love because you failed of obedience.” In rightly ordered love, the lover is conditioned by the existence and the good of another.


    There are pathologies of knowledge. The most common is knowledge as a means to control. Satan urged Eve to shape the moral world not in obedience to God but as she desired. Malraux was praising the philosophy of modern painting. Art is to be set free from anything other than the painter’s subjectivity: it is to be “a deliberate declaration by man of his will to master the world; to create it in conformity with his own ideals.”


    Painting often precedes philosophy. The challenging, tortured canvasses of the twentieth century, revealing as they do a world in which no order is to be respected that does not spring from the painter’s will and vision, was the harbinger of the redefinition of knowledge as rebellion against the forms in things. For then the poem means what the critic says it means, nothing more and nothing less. Philosophy can mean anything because it means nothing. Taking these clues, medicine can, in principle, do anything, and if it has not yet produced eternal life in practice, advances have been made that promise that goal. Already it can cause a woman to have no children or eight in one confinement, turn women into men and clone humans and animals. Knowledge is the technical expression of the power of mankind. In the empyrean heights it offers progress and the conquest of planets. On the vulgar plain it dominates nature to produce money and comfort.


    And this is the approach that has made genuine learning seem pointless. For true knowledge dominates nothing; it submits. When Aristotle wrote that all men by nature desire to know, he was observing that all men unless they are corrupted by the serpent want to know reality as it is. Philosophy begins not in shaping a vision in conformity with our will, but in wonder, in obedience before the depth of the world. And the means to this is contemplation.


    Famously, and perhaps to our confusion, Aristotle also wrote that human life has three purposes: pleasure, politics, contemplation. By politics he did not mean electoral success but participation in the conversation that forms the city and willingness to defend its freedom with a life of honor. By contemplation, he did not mean that grace-filled listening to God’s reality that religious practice, although that is the highest form of contemplation and is to be desired. He meant more simply the gift of the intellect to what is. But knowledge is a gift and the intellect may be given to what is not. The average American may protest that he knows nothing of contemplation, an action at best unintelligible, at worst useless. But in fact he is an adept of sorts. Contemplation is the gift of the intellect and imagination to the world beyond the self, and in that way the box of flickering pictures which the average citizen watches five hours every day becomes the serpent’s answer to the soul’s desire. Reality can be changed by remote control. Imagination is passive before the virtual world, giving itself to what is not. Real knowledge changes both the knower and the known. The virtual knowledge of the picture-box changes only the knower, or we might say, the victim.


    Knowledge is a moral action. This truth is the fact rejected by those who consider technology ‘neutral,’ or merely a means. For means express a motive. We may approach reality with a desire to dominate, with a subtle hatred of the limitations that reality places on desire and imagination, or with the submission born of love.


    Nature is, as the romantics knew, a means to love because nature is loveable, and while an imaginal world dominated by love of the natural may digress into mere ‘naturalism,’ the tempered love of nature is the foundation of other loves, things visible revealing the realities unseen: God.


    Persons are a means to that knowledge which is love because in love for another knowledge is fulfilled. That Waugh’s memorable line from Brideshead, “to know and love one other human being is the root of all wisdom,” appeared in a context of a charity flawed by a debased eros does not diminish its truth.


    The knowledge of other persons may change them as it changes us, but to know God in the love whose name is Holy Spirit changes us, drawing us into the life of the Blessed Trinity, in which act we become whom we love while remaining always the creature God in his sovereign love foresaw at the dawn of creation: “We all, with open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same image from glory to glory even as by the Spirit of the Lord” (ii Corinthians 3:18). “When we see Him, we shall be like Him” (i John 3:2). And this is why receiving Jesus in the Eucharist, his Body and Blood, His Person, is the earthly consummation of knowledge and love. The knowledge that is love is not an individual possession, for it is the nature of love to be shared, and what we know together is the stuff of a common life that makes a civilization. If love is to be shared and stabilized this will be done not by voiceless intuition but by words, and that means by books. The common knowledge that makes a civilization is an art and a literature that embrace reality with love. Books do not seize; they offer. And God wrote a book.


    God did not give either the Greeks the political skill of the Romans or the Hebrews more than transitory military success. But he made them eternal in another way, for God gave both the Hebrews and the Greeks books, and to the chosen people, the New Israel, he gave the greatest book.


    Artifacts tell us something: the statues of Easter Island, the rose-red city of the Nabbateans, the carvings of bearded Assyrians tease imagination, but they are powerless to form a civilization, incapable of making us who we are in the way of the Iliad and Beowulf. Chesterton wrote that the Iliad will be remembered because life is an epic, the Odyssey because life is a journey, and Job because life is a puzzle. He might have added that these are great because they are refractions of the one great book, the Bible.


    Books, great books, are the doorway to that knowledge that can be a love affair with reality. As we give ourselves to what is, it is not the world of human experience that changes, but us. This was surely the point of Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent.” Life is known as a tradition of words, of intelligibility, the high intelligibility of philosophy, the revealed intelligibility of God’s revelation, and the felt intelligibility of poetry. And as we share in the great tradition, it makes us who we are. But we bring something to it as well, for the tradition is a living stream. And if we do not change the God-given tradition as we may the literary tradition, we do refract it in ways that display a richness surely known to its Creator.

  


  
    Benedict xvi: Unwinding the Age of Kennedy


    John Allen’s biography of Joseph Ratzinger is a well-written, highly critical book that ends with a short catalog of reasons why Cardinal Ratzinger could never be elected pope. But God is always surprising, and his election was but one of the surprises in the late-twentieth-century history of the papacy. Nobody could have predicted that the adipose Archbishop of Venice would be inspired to call an ecumenical council in 1960, or that his council would reshape the surface of the Catholic Church, or that his successor would be distinguished by a single attempt to stand in the way of an avalanche, the publication of Humanae vitae, or that a Polish bishop would be elected to the Chair of Peter and would reign for a quarter of a century.


    So the election of Benedict is but one of the twentieth century surprises in the always surprising history of the papacy. But still it is extraordinarily surprising, for when he was elected nobody could have been in doubt as to the temper of his pontificate. He had been the intellectual steam behind the pontificate of John Paul ii, in whose popular and politically significant reign he had been the voice of thoughtfulness, discipline, and tradition.


    That he would become the doctrinal watchdog of the eighties and nineties was rooted in his biography. Ratzinger had come into his own with the Age of Kennedy, that brief period after Korea had wound down and before the full effects of the American cultural revolution were felt. If you were thirty then, you would have had some sympathy with Wordsworth’s overused line, “To be alive was bliss, but to be young was very heaven.” In the fifteen years that separated the election of Kennedy and the opening of the council from World War ii, the United States had become the economic and military powerhouse of the world. The Russians were still dangerous, but there was a sense that we could successfully protect Western Europe—the armies again watched on the Rhine, defending the limes marked out by the Roman legions. Korea had wound down, half successfully. The zenith of this secular triumphalism was 1960, when the election of a Catholic president coincided with the opening of the Council, both signaling the overcoming of enmity between the Church and the world. We know retrospectively that the price was too high; Kennedy paid with the promise that his religion would not influence his political decisions, but at the time it seemed to inaugurate an age of justified optimism. The failure of morality had not yet corrupted style.


    What in fact happened in the sixties was a revolution, the most recent revolution in a series begun in 1689—or in Eden—each of which had as its principle the perfect emancipation of man from tradition, the investing of hope in politics, and the proclamation of inevitable progress. It was a characteristic of these revolutions that their price was a good deal of death: the Stuarts and the Royalists in the seventeenth century; the French aristocracy and bourgeoisie in the 1790s; the middle-class peasants and nobility in the Russian revolution; and, as it turned out, millions of the defenseless unborn in the American revolution of the Age of Kennedy. As it happened, the opening of the Council, the election of John F. Kennedy, and the mass production of the pill made 1960 the perfect storm. The pill was the sacrament of the revolution: take and eat this that there may be no life. And once the two purposes of marriage, its essentially procreative purpose and its companionate function, had been separated, the abortion culture, made legal by the Supreme Court in 1973, was inevitable, as was the disappearance of marriage as it had been known in Christendom. What followed are the social acceptance of homosexuality and that parody called same-sex marriage. Now we have learned that if marriage is not about children, it is about self-fulfillment.


    But in 1960 all this, all the cultural collapse, lay in the future, and although there was some, mostly latent, episcopal resentment of the starchy authority of Pius xii’s curia, there is scant evidence that the bishops intended an attack on tradition. What they did allow to corrupt their councils, perhaps because they were outgunned, and indeed sometimes outwitted by a rising class of young experts they had brought in train, was the introduction of the revolutionary idea that history has an inevitably progressive tendency, with the evident implication that the Church had better jump on board before the cultural train had left the station.


    There was irony here, for it was Christian thought, based in the prophetic vision of the Old Testament, that had invented history as a meaningful framework for life and its fulfillment. The Romans had seen history as meaningless, cyclical, or subsumed into the history of the empire. The Bible and the Fathers taught that history itself lay under a curse that, although gloriously mitigated by the Incarnation and Resurrection, would not be undone until the return of Christ in glory. As St. Paul put it so tellingly, “The whole world groans, waiting for redemption.” Progress there was, the progress of the elect saints in holiness, and some intermittent betterment of times and places through the fact of human sanctification, but the Bible and the Fathers knew that the world was moving toward the last battle. The coming of the Son of Man would be like the lightning going from East to West; the Day of the Lord like a thief in the night. The elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and the works that are upon it will be burned up. All that survives of the works of man will be the saints. “Since all these things are to be dissolved, what sort of persons ought you to be in lives of holiness” (ii Peter 3:11).


    But with the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Enlightenment came the revolutionary myth of progress according to which it was precisely the works of man, his provision for his comfort, and his technology that would endure from generation to generation, while this world’s history was increasingly seen as the arena of human significance and achievement, and the heaven of the philosophes, when it was mentioned at all, was a bore, without an object, without love.


    Never before in the long history of the Church had bishops or laity believed in anything remotely like the progressive myth of history. But as early as the 1860s, prompted by philosophers like G. W. F. Hegel, theologians had proclaimed that progress had rendered Christianity moot, or, as the Modernists would argue, that religion should be revised to meet the needs of modern man, a position rendered especially plausible by the late nineteenth century depiction of Jesus as a prophet whose prophecy did not tell of the coming of the Paraclete, the creation of the Church, and the fulfillment of all things at Christ’s Second Advent, but consisted more or less exhaustively in the promise of His imminent, dramatic return, which prophecy had manifestly failed. In the light of this failure, ‘modern’ man was offered a philosophy of history that presupposed an undefined progress toward a pacified, comfortable, pain-free world in which religious experience was a sub-category of the good life. By 1960, when the Age of Kennedy dawned, the progressive myth had become commonplace.


    Pius ix had known the subversive power of the very idea of the modern, and to the outrage of millions had proclaimed that the Roman pontiff had no obligation to conform himself to the modern world. Pius xii had warned against postmillennialism, or the idea that history would be fulfilled and perfected before the coming of Christ. But what had been anathematized in 1860 and warned against in 1950 had become scholarly orthodoxy by 1960. A good insight into the way this new idea influenced both the Council and its interpretation is Michael Novak’s Open Church, written in 1964. There the story of the council was told in terms of the battle of the progressives against what Novak called “non-historical orthodoxy.” Orthodoxy is of course always non-historical in the Hegelian, modernist sense, for in the words of C. S. Lewis truth is not the name of a time. When Catholic orthodoxy seeks to exposit and clarify through the development of doctrine, it is proclaiming something that has been from the beginning, whether the Church previously has recognized it fully or not.


    The documents of the Second Vatican Council were for the most part highly traditional and unexciting, but several became lenses through which the council would be viewed by progressives. The most important was called Gaudium et spes, The Church and the Modern World. It is a complicated and sometimes confusing letter, but its theme is the interrelatedness of the good of the world and the duty of the Church to the political order. “Man’s social nature makes it evident that the progress of the human person and the advance of the society itself hinge on one another,” says Gaudium et spes. But in what does the progress of the human person consist and in what the advance of society, and how can we know that society is advancing? In justice this letter struggles with the relation of Christian persons and the Church to society generally, but having accepted the notion of the advance of society, the outcome is at best cloudy. Perhaps the last and only really successful exposition of the relation between the salvation of souls and the city of man was written in 413, St. Augustine’s City of God.


    The Church has, from time to time, addressed what might be called contemporary problems; the attempt of Lyons iv to prohibit the use of the crossbow by Christians comes to mind. In one way Gaudium et spes represents a line undertaken by Leo xiii, who in his social encyclicals tried, often brilliantly, to interpret the modern world to itself. But Gaudium et spes, and several others produced by the council—Nostrae aetate comes to mind—had a somewhat different tone, making it possible, not tendentiously, to read them as reshaping the mission of the Church by directing it to a number of projects that, while they might be the consequences of faith or be influenced by it, were at best diversionary because the elimination of poverty, universal peace, and political understanding among nations were not the responsibility of the Magisterium. These represented a kind of Catholic postmillennialism, the idea that the world could be, if not perfected, certainly improved, and that it was the task of the Church more or less directly to do just this. What should have given pause was the fact that this post-millennial line simply does not appear in the Fathers or in Scripture. Overlooked was the fact that the Christian mission had changed the world by resolutely ignoring the world and its purposes. With its eyes not on history but on Christ, the Church had indeed gentled western civilization and caused an unexampled outpouring of world-changing good works. But as the seventies matured, it seemed that the Church had taken its eyes off its divine Master, that it looked not to life with Christ forever but to a pacified creation now.


    And this refocusing of the Christian vision had early and damaging consequences. One was moral. If a suffering-free, personally-fulfilling world was the Church-approved purpose of history, then a restraint-free world might be seen as essential to personal fulfillment. This shift in vision was enough for a human race always anxious not to be bothered by God or troubled by holiness, seeking Him (to quote Lewis again) as a mouse seeks a cat. The morality of the Catholic Church had always been marked among both laity and clergy by a note of world-denying austerity. The motto of Catholic moral theology has been: deny yourself. Priests, and in analogous ways laity, were supposed to develop moral lives marked by discipline and restraint. Not for nothing is the New Testament a minefield of hyperbole: leave father and mother, sell all your goods, expect the outer darkness if you appear at the Lord’s banquet without the white robe of holiness, you have not resisted temptation unto death.


    Casuistry may soften these harsh requirements for the wayfarer, but it is not for the Church to teach the broad way. Indulge the rhetoric of self-fulfillment and what you will get is what we have gotten. Armed with the position that millennia-old verities like the Mass could be changed without damaging consequences, fed with the fires of the sexual revolution, a new generation, the generation of Kennedy, changed the culture of the Church and the world. The millennia-old enmity between the Church and the world was putatively transformed into a friendship in which the Church was to encourage the historical goals of the political order. Marriage, Mass attendance, chastity, the austerity of the priesthood crumbled simultaneously. The Church had done its bit to make possible the moral revolution it now bemoans.


    The second revolutionary result was the liturgical revolution, which was both a consequence and a cause. If life were about me, then so should the Mass be. The common historiography suggests that the fathers of the Council did not send out for what they got, because the liturgical revolution they seem to have envisioned required the admission of some vernacular and was to encourage a conscious and active personal participation of the People of God. What they got was a number of clerics on the way out the door, leading a laity berapt with ditties about rowing your boat.


    The Second Vatican Council was institutionalized in the broad culture by those managers of the popular historiography, the press and the book writers, by whom the message of the council was presented, and is presented still, as a happy revolution that had freed the Church from its past. All documents must be interpreted, which is what makes the interpreters, from academic historians to editorial writers to news commentators, very important and very dangerous people. It took a decade for the Church to realize what was happening. The turning point was the much disregarded letter Humanae vitae, which, after the defenses had been breeched and the gates flung open, attempted to hold the line against the degeneration of the marital relation into pointless, person-destroying hedonism and to direct it anew toward its God-given end, the procreation of children. But the revolution was well under way, and the Church was too embarrassed to teach as having authority.


    In 1987 the Holy Spirit would once again surprise. The last non-Italian pope had been the obscure tutor of Charles v, Adrian vi. Karol Wojtyla was bishop of the sometimes Austrian, sometimes Polish city of Cracow. John Paul ii inherited a church filled with the struggle to understand and implement the Council and at once began a kind of popular restoration, relying on his great personal power and popularity.


    Popes always bring to their ministry their own history, and John Paul ii was Polish, a member of the last organic Catholic culture on earth. One has the feeling that he perhaps never understood fully why western Europe and the United States could not become Catholic cultures, part of the culture of love he preached so persistently. His Poland was the heir of a tradition that had resisted the destruction of its religious culture—why not Europe and the West? So the Polish Pope saw that in addition to making the Church popular with his personality, it was essential to regain control of the shifting field of ideas that threatened the integrity of the faith.


    Enter Joseph Ratzinger. And the letters attempting to overcome the Age of Kennedy began to roll out of the Vatican congregations. No liberation theology unless very carefully defined, no ordination of women to the priesthood, no legitimizing of homosexuality as normal, the defense of the organic relation between faith and reason, the defense of traditional moral theology.


    These, all the work of Cardinal Ratzinger, who had come to the Congregation of the Faith in 1981, or the result of his influence, were reassertions of the tradition in the face of the continuing revolution. John Paul ii and his doctrinal watchdog were popular with Mass-attending Catholics, but his efforts never fully penetrated the clerical bureaucracies in America and Western Europe, where the Age of Kennedy, chastened but not defeated, rolled on. Why not altar girls, why not contraception, why not married priests? Eighty percent of the theologians in the United States belonged and belong to the Catholic Theological Society of America, whose members meet every church teaching with destruction by interpretation and nuance. Eighty percent of religious superiors still belong to an organization that produces twenty percent of the vocations to the religious life, while the traditional alternative, whose member orders produce eighty percent of vocations were, and are, often marginalized.


    John Paul ii had made it clear that the Council could not be understood as heralding the destruction of Catholic life and thought. And he had also made provision for the future, for he had controlled to some degree the election of his successor by controlling the College of Cardinals, who were, with exceptions dictated perhaps by political necessity, more dedicated to Catholic orthodoxy than the bulk of the clerical bureaucracy.


    And thus, surprisingly, was elected Joseph Ratzinger. In the sixties Father Ratzinger had been a bright light among the liberal perriti, theological experts, a clutch of whom had dominated the interpretation of the Council. He was a close friend of Hans Kung and a cooperator in the publication of Concilium, the voice of reform. Just when Fr. Ratzinger saw what was happening was not a reform but a revolution against tradition and indeed against the faith is controversial. John Allen—he who thought Ratzinger could not be elected—believes it was the student riots at Tübingen, as early as 1968. But whatever the occasion, Cardinal Ratzinger began within ten years to move away from the radical interpretation of the council and under John Paul ii led the restoration. He did so armed with an insight that had not been available to his peers and his famous predecessor. At the University of Tübingen he had met and dissented from the Marxism that characterized the theology faculty, and had written that to be faithful to the Council one had to resist the destruction of theology. The Marxists proclaimed the ultimacy of this world’s history and the historical irrelevance of Christianity. Joseph Ratzinger knew better, and perhaps it was there that he began to reassert the fundamental truth that this world’s history is not the vehicle of salvation, and the corollary that while Christ is always King, for the time being Christendom, Christianity as the organizing principle of society, is finished and longing for it therefore a waste of time.


    In the background of all that he does is the recognition that the Church must simply teach faithfully and let the chips fall where they may. Ratzinger has understood from the beginning of his pontificate that the underlying softness of Catholic theology is a kind of postmillennial belief in the world that marked the Age of Kennedy, the image of the church as an institution cooperating in the all-encompassing project of making the world a better place by eliminating sin, guilt, moral failure, hell, and therefore any meaning, and ultimately joy. Furthermore he has understood that liberation theology was but a hard manifestation of a soft version that permeates western culture and now, especially, North America.


    The pope has also understood that the success of the revolution of the Age of Kennedy depended and depends in part on the command of history. Thus his great address in which he contrasted the hermeneutic of rupture with the hermeneutic of continuity. The message was clear. The Second Vatican council was not and was not intended to be a revolution and its message must take its place in the tradition.


    Given this belief, it is not surprising that Benedict xvi would move with Summorum pontificum to overcome the liturgical rupture that has created a situation in which a worshipper in 1960 who went away and returned in 2009 would find the liturgy radically unintelligible, as would a time-tripper who went from here and now back to there and then. Part of the hermeneutic of rupture has been the radical insistence that the Latin liturgy is done, gone forever, and that this is a jolly good thing. Of course it is gone in the sense that it is impossible to think that it will soon or ever be the common liturgy of the average Catholic, but a body that turns upon its past has no future, and while Benedict’s project to make the centuries-old Mass available will not disturb the average worshipper, it will provide a kind of model and an opportunity. And more than once in the past, an institution assumed to be moribund has awakened to new life. One of the things Benedict knows is that the church of the pony-tailed monsignors is dying while institutions that stay close to the tradition are flourishing. He sees the frightening fact that the Society of St. Pius x is arguably the most vibrant party in the Catholic Church in France, which is undoubtedly one reason why he has lifted the excommunication of their four rebellious bishops. They are still not able to exercise any ministry, but this is a signal that he will go as far as he can to bring them home. And meanwhile he has written and written, being careful to distinguish what he writes as a theologian from what he teaches as Universal Father.


    Perhaps the magisterial letter that best represents Ratzinger is Spe salvi (Saved in Hope), which brings together the Catholic doctrine of the future, which is rooted in the hope of eternal life with Christ, which illustrates the dangers of belief in this world, and which in its way represents the decisive unwinding of the Age of Kennedy. Spe salvi is carefully written and comprehensive, containing among other things a beautiful exposition of the meaning of purgatory. But perhaps most important is its repudiation of the Marxist notion that political order, aided by the Church or no, can create a utopian future for mankind within the political order.


    At this writing this great man has occupied the chair of Peter for just four years. When history is written, he will emerge as among the greatest of modern popes, which is to say a great deal, because since the French Revolution the Bishops of Rome have been men of character, intellect and integrity. But perhaps he will be remembered as having a special place because he saved the Church from the greatest of idolatries, belief in the world, and the greatest pathology of soul, denial of the necessity of the tradition that makes us who we are.

  


  
    He Is the Song that Makes the Whole World Sing


    
      Joy to the world, the Lord is come.


      Isaac Watts, 1718

    


    
      God rest you merry, gentlemen.


      London carol, 18th century

    


    There are many reasons why the aggressive secularism of the political and entertainment establishments is destined to pass unmourned, and among them is surely the fact that the aclu, narl, and the Abortion Rights League have no song to sing. It is certain that there is somewhere a hymn to the earth and a United Nations anthem, and it is equally certain that unless the evil day comes when we are massed in public squares to sing to the glorious leader or celebrate national carbon footprint decrease day, these will never be sung.


    For this the principal reason is the incontrovertible fact that Dawkins and Hitchens do not tell us anything we want to know or give us anything to celebrate. We are all animals, and in common with squirrels and tigers must always be on the lookout for lunch, but our humanity lies in lifting up thought and imagination to ask why there is a tiger and why there is a hunt, and, most importantly, in rejoicing in life. Unless the root of wonder is killed in us, we want to know what it all means; where this speeding train that left the station at our birth is headed, whom we should thank for the ride.


    It belongs to the vulgarity of much modern thought that it speaks more easily of the meaning of history as a process rather than as a person, in which case there is nobody to thank and nothing to sing about. Evolution is an unimaginative and cynical theory which in its insistence that survival is its own justification never explains why there is a theory, why it should be called evolution, or why survival is better than its alternative. It is a hard sell, because ordinary folk find it incredible that the beauty and order of the world are the result of something that does not know what it is doing. Secular millennialism is devoted to the illusion of a perfect secular order, alleged now to be for the comfort of the masses, in fact proposed and maintained to secure the godless power of a secular elite. These stories, told by the evolutionary devot and the secular millenarian, are indeed vicious, but worse, they are bores. Even the world historical figures in whom Hegel found the meaning of history were bores. What joy would there be in dinner with Frederick the Great or Napoleon, or, for that matter, with Sidney and Beatrice Webb. Neither ego nor planning makes good conversation.


    But, low-minded as this insistence that the meaning of history is summed up by personifications of power may be, it is better than a purposeless process. Hegel was right that history means a person, but sadly wrong in his identification. For the writers of the New Testament, inspired by the Holy Spirit of God, saw that history means not only the coming of the Messianic Kingdom but the coming of the Messianic King in whom that kingdom is fulfilled. The great purpose of the fruition of nature in Glory, true and certain as it is, finds the highest term of its fulfillment in the person who is what history means. He was God. His life was a human life in its perfection, but that life was also the life of the world. One can see Paul determining that he will no more think of Jesus simply as a man, after the flesh, but will see Him as the Person in whom everything subsists:


    
      
        [] By Him were all things created…

        He is before all things, and

        By Him all things consist.

        And He is the head of the body, the Church;

        Who is the beginning,

        The firstborn from the dead;

        That in all things

        He might have preeminence.

        !

      


      ii Corinthians 5:16

    


    The Person who is the meaning of history was not developed or recruited or discovered, but was given to us when the Word, the meaning, the incarnate rationale of the cosmos, who is God, was born in the manger in Bethlehem. Unto us a child is born, not a leader or a commander but a child. He is the center and there is no further fulfillment. For Moslems history may mean an omnipotent will and finally a garden of delight. For secularists it means endless generations enjoying full employment, good medical services and fulfilling sex as successive cohorts march on into nothingness. For Christians it means a baby in a manger. It is enough for the author of i John to say that all we know of what the future holds is that when He appears, we will be like Him, for we will see Him as he is. “And at last our eyes shall see Him. Through His own redeeming love.”


    His life was set to music. We are not told that upon the announcement of His coming the Blessed Virgin sang, but the Magnificat is poetry, and surely the author of “Hark the Herald Angels Sing” and “Angels We Have Heard on High, Sweetly Singing through the Night” were right that the multitude of the angels did not say but sang their Gloria. At the end of the story, after He had given us His Body and Blood, Jesus sang a hymn with His disciples (Matthew 26:30), His last act before the Garden and Golgotha. St. Paul said that the life of the Church should be characterized by hymns and spiritual songs (Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16). And we know that the life of the Age to Come is filled with music, “harpers harping with their harps,” many angels, the four great animals, the saints and the elders, every creature which is in heaven and on earth and under the earth and such as are in the sea singing a new song: “Thou are worthy …worthy to receive power and riches and wisdom and strength and honour and glory and blessing” (Revelation 5:8-9, 13). And not much time passed before the Church had set the liturgy, which brings heaven before us, to music, first to the majesty of Gregorian plainchant, then to glories of polyphony; then to Mozart, Beethoven, Cherubini, Vivaldi, Rachmaninoff, and Elgar.


    And that brings us to the fact that only the Church has a song that sums up the meaning of things as it lifts up the heart. Many things could be said about the song Christ creates in us. He was in the Psalms, and the chant that has always accompanied the liturgy. He created hymns, and as a kind of happy crown to the year’s beginning, He created the music of Christmas. It is Jesus who is the song that makes the world sing: all this glory because “He came down from earth to heaven, who is Lord of all.”


    These words are from a famous carol. The origin of the Christmas carol is not well known. The word has an etymology too rich to yield precision. It may be derived from the Greek word for chorus, and it is obviously related to the French carole and caroler. A carol is a hymn, and more specifically a hymn of joy. An 1889 reference associates it with wassailing, described as “the singing of Christmas carols at the doors of houses, a practice which is dying out.”


    But not so fast. A century later carols are still sung, sometimes at the doors of houses. The genre has its models and its history. The most famous carol is perhaps “Silent Night,” the words of which were written in German by the young parish Priest of Amsdorf in the Austrian Tyrol in December 1818, who created this simple beauty in the penumbra of revolution and war. Performed originally on a guitar, “Silent Night, Holy Night” quickly captured hearts.


    Not all famous carols were composed in such a straightforward way. “O Come All Ye Faithful” appears first among the supporters of James ii, exiled in France, and is assigned on calligraphic evidence to James Francis Wade (1711–1786). The Latin Adeste fidelis was translated into dearly loved English as “O Come, All Ye Faithful” by Frederick Oakley of Oxford Movement fame in 1841. The impetus for the writing of the words of “O Little Town of Bethlehem” was the recollection of Phillips Brooks, later the famous Episcopal bishop of Massachusetts, of Christmas eve night in Bethlehem in the fateful year 1865, which marked the end of another revolution and another war. By 1868 the words had been set to music by Louis H. Redener, in a hymn titled “St. Louis.”


    The late-Gothic Kings College Chapel in Cambridge is among the great works of the human imagination and human hand. Since 1919, the year after the Great War that effectively ended Europe, the choir of Kings College has presented in the chapel the Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols. Famously, the service opens with a processional: “Once in Royal David’s City,” a Christmas carol which was originally a poem written by Cecil Frances Alexander in 1848, and shortly afterward set to music by H. J. Gauntlett, and published in that year in Miss Celia Humphrey’s Hymns for Little Children. The memory of the single voice singing “Once in Royal David’s City” invests imagination with its beauty.


    All of these, every Christmas carol, is a gift of Jesus Christ, who makes the whole world sing, and especially at Christmas, when there is happiness to sing.


    “God rest you merry, gentlemen, let nothing you dismay.”


    “Joy to the world, the Lord is come.”

  


  
    Bearing Witness


    
      And I said that I think we don’t want to isolate ourselves from the rest of America by our strong views on abortion and other things. We need to be building bridges, not burning them. We’d be like the Amish, you know, kind of isolated, if we kept pulling back because of a single issue.


      An Archbishop

    


    
      You shall receive power after the Holy Ghost has come upon you, and you shall be witnesses unto me…unto the uttermost parts of the earth.


      Acts 1:8

    


    It is an important strength of the Roman Catholic Church that it is not a cult, despising the created order, rejecting on principle relations with the political regime in which it exists. Baptists, to cite a great American denomination, are at one with movements to keep church and state separate; it is no mistake that Jefferson’s wall of separation document was addressed to Connecticut Baptists.


    Not so Catholics. From St. Paul through i Clement the advice of the apostles was to be good citizens, obey the emperor. And the Church found the inheritance of the Greeks only just less important than the legacy of the Jews.


    Nevertheless, throughout the centuries during which the Church grew to dominate the culture, while coopting Greek philosophy it maintained a respectful distance from contemporary Roman culture and politics. The culture it denounced for what it was. The emperor, and here we are speaking of worthies like Caligula and Nero, it honored, asking only that the Church be left in peace. Apologies were politely addressed to the Emperor, but there were goals the Church could not share with the Empire or leave unaddressed. Justin Martyr, the first Christian apologist may have used language that borders upon sycophancy, but Justin was quick to warn the Emperors that they ought to clean up the stews of Roman culture. About its engagement with the world outside there was always the note St. Paul had struck when he asked rhetorically what he had to do with judging those outside.


    Then came the centuries when there was nothing outside. From the fourth century to the nineteenth, the Catholic Church was not only willing to render unto Caesar what was his but was convinced that since Caesar was (or ought to be) a Catholic, in his moral and ethical life Caesar was a subject of the Church. For twelve centuries Roman Catholicism was embedded in the culture and for twelve centuries, while popes strove to keep the Church free, the Church tendered the gift of legitimacy to the kings of earth and presumed to tell them how they should behave and whom they might not marry.


    Then came the sixteenth century and in protestant lands the Church became the creature of the state. This Catholicism never did, but, alas, it became captive of the cultures of the nascent royal nation states, first through suffering the depredations imposed by the absolute monarchs, Gallicanism in France, Josephinism in Austria, and in Germany the Falk Laws that drove away the religious sisters whose deaths were memorialized in Gerard Manley Hopkins “The Wreck of the Deutschland.”


    And then came America, the great republic, not a Christian republic but a republic so full of Christians that their beliefs permeated custom and law. Then came the 1960s, and the elite public culture became hostile, not just to the Church, but to God.


    How does one address the culture of this American empire? We are not in the position of the early Christian apologists who could count on the fact that their opponents were not for the most part atheists but believers in the gods and in the immortality of the soul.


    In our situation, surrounded by apostates, the new ethical stance must be found. Rule out at the beginning the raucous attacks the archbishop decries. What is left? One can attack the structure of this world, denounce politicians, and in general make un-charitable scenes. Or one may choose the kind of engagement which the official American Church sometimes represents. Oppose abortion—after all it is easy to oppose abortion—ignore the background in which the abortion culture grows, which is artificial contraception, allow the conversion of the Gospel from its reality as union with Christ and hope of heaven into a project for alleviating secular difficulties–a move which secularists welcome—and get in line for cultural approval and government money.


    This kind of engagement relies heavily upon the metaphor of the seamless garment, an image which trades shamelessly on the Gospel images. As an apologetic strategy it was the invention of, among others, Joseph Cardinal Bernadin, a great hero of the ecclesiastical left, whom the authority quoted in the epigraph greatly admires. Its apparent power is its ability to equate the secondary goods of this world, the relief of poverty, with the eternal goods of life with Christ and loyalty to Him. It is the mother of the sentimental religious atheism that marks American Christianity. It is erected in the face of the warning of Matthew 10:28 that we ought not fear those who can damage the body but the one who can cast body and soul into hell. The inconvenient truth is that we have come upon issues that necessarily divide, and positions so obviously alien to the natural law and to the mind of Christ that to assent to them is impossible.


    Stephen L. Carter, the author of a well-written, well-intentioned book defending civility in a democracy, argues that democracy requires at times the commitment “to be guided by the moral opinions of others, even when we think they are wrong—one of the sacrifices we make for the sake of our fellow passengers. If we lose that commitment whether it is forgotten in the hurly burly of contemporary life or left behind in our mad rush toward self-fulfillment, we also lose the connections that bind us together in a single nation.” This is, at least in part, the archbishop’s point.


    But in fact our differences are not caused by frenetic social conditions or selfishness but by principles rooted in nature and in God, and if we place the comity of the empire above our loyalty to Christ, we lose more than our connectedness as a nation. For we lose that clarity of soul that speaks truth and which might prompt reform. We are not in nineteenth-century England, where the pressing issue was the tariff on corn, or in the late-nineteenth-century West where the issue was the rapacity of railroads, but in an America in which the most pressing issues are not amenable to ordinary political compromise. There are now two radically different views of the meaning of human life. One could be described as life before death, the good life leading to nothing; the other as death before life, dying to self to live with God forever. The bridge of natural reason having been pretty well demolished as a common possession, there are few foundations from which compromise can arise. A great gulf is indeed fixed.


    Alasdair McIntyre described the situation of the American Catholic, indeed of any believer in revealed truth, when he wrote: “When the relationship of government to the moral community is put in question both by the changed nature of government and the lack of moral consensus in the society, it becomes difficult any longer to have any clear, simple, and teachable conception of patriotism. Loyalty to my country, to my community—which remains unalterably a central virtue—becomes detached from obedience to the government which happens to rule me.”


    We are now pretty well detached. Patriotism now has more to do with the representation of eternal truths embodied in the moral community than with loyalty to or even interest in the regime. It is certainly true that strident, fruitless opposition is less effective than quiet engagement through conversation, but at the end of the day what is called for is witness, and true witness will always seem to the world to bear the stamp of stubbornness, indeed, to name the deadliest of modern sins, of divisiveness. One of the great attempts at dialogue was made in 156 ad by Herod, not the Judean king but a police captain of the same name in the city of Smyrna. Captain Herod, obviously reluctant to take the blameless life of one greatly admired by a significant minority of the citizens, invited Polycarp into his carriage to discuss the advantages of Polycarp’s offering a small sacrifice. “What harm is there in saying Caesar is Lord, and offering incense? And, by the way,” Herod added, “saving yourself?” To this, Polycarp replied not with denunciations of the imperial government but simply, “I am not going to do what you counsel me.” One does not have to agree with either Luther’s theology or his politics to understand that his “Here I stand, I can do no other”—whether he said it or not—was a turning point in the making of a new world in one way. The willingness of every English bishop but one in the year 1532 to enter into dialogue with Henry viii made a new world in another way.

  


  
    The Politics of Atheism


    
      When these things begin to come to pass, then look up, and lift up your heads, for your redemption draweth nigh.


      Luke 21:28

    


    
      The Root of all good works is hope of the Resurrection.


      St. Cyril of Jerusalem

    


    God will never appear on the ballot, but he is nevertheless the candidate in every election, and whether after the tally is made men and women who believe, or at least suspect, that they will finally answer to one mightier than the electorate or even conscience are elected is the fundamental, unspoken issue in government. Chesterton said that men who do not believe in God will believe anything. He might have added that they will also do anything.


    And why should they not? Acting quite rationally, they will begin to exercise their wills toward pleasure and power. St. Cyril of Jerusalem rightly echoed the horror felt by St. Paul when he discovered in Corinth Christians who did not believe in the resurrection, whose behavior (Paul insisted) would degenerate into “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow you die.” Faith is a theological virtue, but its presence or absence can be roughly gauged by the actions and aspirations that make up our lives. Do we live so as to please God? “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”


    Godlessness in the human heart leads from pride to contempt for God and willingness to sin boldly. But Paul did not comment on the results of this godlessness for the political order; his eyes were too much fixed on the immediate future. But in fact when the reality of that future Christ will bring, his return and his judging of all hearts, ceases to dominate thought and imagination, the political results are more devastating than those Paul identified as the result of godlessness in each human heart. When there is no resurrection, when there is no judgment, when men and women do not walk in the light of these realities, the certain political result is tyranny. For in the contest for the realization of the will, power is more seductive than pleasure, and when the righteousness rooted in a transcendent order is driven out of life, power alone remains. In George Orwell’s famous 1984, when Winston, finally broken, pled to know why Big Brother broke the heart of everyman, crushed the human spirit and demanded loyalty to his keeper, the reply was, “Power.”


    The origin of government blind to justice, unafraid of judgment, and committed to the drive for power is Satan, who rejected God’s order in favor of his own will. Satan has inspired all the great twentieth-century tyrannies. On this point the National Socialist regime was not timid. The purpose of life was the exercise of power by the strong over the weak. Marxism never changed its spots. When, in 1989, Gorbachev was told that in fact three thousand had died in Tiananmen Square, his response was, “Three thousand, so what? They, like us, have to defend themselves.” And as the congresswoman said in 2010, “We don’t need any rules; we’re trying to do something.” And then: “If my daughter makes a mistake I don’t want her punished with a baby.”


    With predictability such regimes represented by such reflections, knowing that man is made for something that lies beyond himself, will not simply marginalize religion but will erect a religion that subserves its own purposes. It was true in Rome. It was obvious in Germany in the 1930s and 1940. Russian Marxism, with symbolic appropriateness, turned churches into museums that housed the regalia of the regime, made the remains of Lenin and Stalin, given a faux incorruptibility, objects of veneration, and demanded faith, absent which one’s fate was Darkness at Noon.


    Christ has kept us from tyranny for two thousand years because his Holy Spirit has fixed our hearts in an order not of this world, the reality of which casts this present world into the shadows. At this season of Easter, the Feast of the Resurrection, it is good to consider again the hope that made and makes a Christian world and in the process sets us free. The point of the Resurrection was not just that the dead would live again; the pagans knew that the spirit of man is undying, although the best the Greeks could envision was Hades and the best the Hebrews could conceive until late in time was Sheol. The lines of the Creed: “He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and His kingdom will have no end,” summarize the Gospel promise that, in the metaphor of C. S. Lewis, this is the gray shadowland; the world that Christ brings is the world of color and life and glory.


    The book that engaged the Church of the third, fourth and fifth centuries with special intensity was the Apocalypse of St. John, which was depicted almost uniformly in the apse of every Roman church of the fourth through the eleventh centuries. The central image was Christ returning, welcomed by Peter and Paul, to an Edenic creation. But the point was always that we would be with the Lord in a renewed creation for which we were made and with respect to which this world, flawed as it is by original sin, is an indication and a sketch full of promise, but no more. The suffering that belongs to this present world, the pain, the frustration, the disappointment that come to the best of hearts, is not worthy to be compared with the glory that will be revealed. In the Apocalypse we are told:


    
      
        [] Behold, the dwelling of God is with men.

        He will dwell with them.

        And they shall be his people.

        !

      

    


    The world that is coming is the realm of glory that far exceeds in beauty what now is. Then “God himself will be with them.” He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; Death shall be no more. “Behold I make all things new.”


    And so the desire of God’s heart, expressed at the dawn of creation when he came down to call Adam’s name, will be consummated; the divine desire to be with men, to know and love the free, rational creatures he has made will be realized. And God does not expect that we will enter this new creation unscarred. “In this world you will have trouble; be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.” It is anticipated that we will bring with us our tears, and that God himself will wipe them away.


    But for the first time this hope, not always expressed clearly but always recognized as something that lay beyond politics, is fading from the American cultural scene. Over its two-hundred-year history the United States has been governed by those who, if they did not believe the words of the prophet John of Patmos, were yet unwilling to hold its vision of a transcendent order in contempt. We have been governed by the pious—one thinks of Washington—, by Masons, by non-Christians who nonetheless thought God directed the affairs of men (Lincoln), by those for whom the existence of God was a mere suspicion, and by sinners, indeed by forty-three sinners, some of whose sins were obvious, some of whose sins were not.


    But our country has never before been governed by a temper that can only be described as godless. And this fact, the fact that the government has moved from neutrality plus nods to God to aggressive godlessness, brings home to those who will see the whole tenor of history since 1300. For if we look at the grand sweep of the last five centuries, we can see that a movement that began in the Garden by proclaiming the freedom and omni-competence of the human race, reigning unchecked since the Renaissance, has ended in slavery. The proclamation that one will buy insurance, refrain from sugar, use only curly light bulbs, cease making too much money, and use language in ways approved by Alice’s Red Queen, all this for the creation of fairness in society, is of the same genre as the command that thou shalt go to Siberia for the good of the state.


    How this movement toward slavery occurred is in fact not puzzling. For when God is not worshipped, tyranny is inevitable. There are many varieties of atheism. The most insidious is religious atheism, which substitutes the effects of religion for its purpose by substituting for love for Christ and a desire for heaven the illusory duty of building a better world.

  


  
    Christmas in Rome


    Christmas in Rome lasts from December 6, St. Nicholas Day, to at least the Octave of Epiphany, January 13, and during those weeks the birth of the Savior is a public event displayed across the city, from the giant presepio before St. Peter’s to the Spanish steps. In every church there is a crèche, often models of entire villages with the Virgin and Child, Joseph and the shepherds at the center, the Wise Men, if not arrived, coming on hard. There are crèches with music and crèches with running water. And in addition to these sometimes vast compositions, there will always be, raised before the high altar, the baby in the manger, sometimes in plastic simplicity, sometimes with baroque elegance, but always, there is the Child, a reminder in a fallen world that God became a little child, thereby blessing childhood everlastingly.


    Romans are not exactly de-Christianized; they are non-observant and often apostate, but Catholicism is woven so deeply into their culture that they seem insensible to the American attempt to keep Christianity out of the public square or the public square out of Catholicism. My favorite presepio, at Santa Maria in Trastevere, locates the birth of Christ in the piazza in front of the church, and it is not uncommon to be greeted in some splendid baroque church with the sound of “Jingle Bells” or “I saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus.” This Christmas His Holiness Benedict xvi visited the Vatican crèche to the tune of “White Christmas.”


    But this is Italy. Perhaps the Italians will bring down the eu single handedly. Romans still go in the out door of busses and the neat Teutonic line is still ignored in favor of the indistinct bunch.


    England now feels rather different, not only from Italy but from the England of the post-war decades. In his own day Newman was sometimes criticized for what was seen to be a defense of the Church of England he had left. His defense was based on the observation that the religion of English people had for three hundred years been a Bible religion, in which the words of the Authorized Version had become the soul and conscience of England, and he feared that the destruction of that Bible religion would leave the country godless. His fears have been justified. The old Church of England—the Bible-reading, morning prayer church—fell victim first to the Oxford Movement, which tended toward a kind of Catholic-like religion that for all its aestheticism and historicism, while it deepened piety for many, lacked the moral power of the old faith, and which in turn became an easy target for the secularizing movement that began in the 1870s and effloresced in the 1960s. Since 1900 the number of clergy serving the Church of England has declined from 24,000 to 9000. The incumbent in the church Newman built and in which he worshipped in his last Anglican days is now a reverend lady. It is some comfort that after centuries in which first its extirpation and then its marginalization were government policy, the largest group of churchgoing Christians in England are Roman Catholics. But English Catholicism is much like its trans-Atlantic language-mate, various and apparently anemic. The hierarchy has been unable to resist successfully government plans to make moral criticism of homosexuality or refusal to employ practicing homosexuals criminal. At the same time, as state schools become more and more unsafe pathways to certain failure, Catholic parents who did not bother to have Nigel baptized as an infant are taking this step when Nigel is six or eight so that the lad can get into a Catholic school and out of the state educational establishment.


    In England now the principal idea is that there must be no idea, and all in the name of equality. The days after Christmas 2007 witnessed a campaign to punish school principals who, in an attempt to create an educable student body, had stooped to interviewing students and parents. Well, obviously, the well-disciplined children of caring parents tempted the school administrators to cherrypicking, which is anti-egalitarian and now illegal. The result, as one editorial writer observed, is to drive middle class parents to populate the private schools. At the same time the Charities Commission is toying with the idea that private educational efforts should no longer be tax exempt on the grounds that private schools benefit the rich disproportionately.


    All this should be a cautionary tale for it reflects the dearest desires of the nea. Remember, gentle reader, that when the acquired cultural capital composed of circumstance, history, genetic inheritance, character, intelligence, and personal merit are read out of human history, all that will remain is the power of politicians and bureaucrats, armed with an unlimited power of taxation, to make a better world according to whatever theory they then hold.

  


  
    Saint in a Storm: Thomas More, Henry Tudor, and the Crisis of their Age


    Perhaps Thomas More’s life would have remained untroubled had Henry Tudor not fallen in love with a girl half his age—one who would be his queen but not his mistress—and embarked on a campaign to rid himself of his wife, Catherine of Aragon, the widow of his deceased brother Prince Arthur, to whom she had been married briefly. A dispensation from the Holy See had been required for the marriage of Henry and Catherine, her (by Catherine’s account unconsummated) marriage to Arthur having raised a bar of consanguinity against her marriage to Arthur’s brother.


    When Henry began to sue to have his marriage to Catherine set aside, formally on the grounds that Leviticus forbade his marriage to his brother’s widow, a good canon lawyer should perhaps have seen that no matter how sympathetic the Pope might be—and by policy popes were usually sympathetic to sovereigns—Henry would have difficulty dispensing, as it were, the previously given dispensation. The impossibility of the thing would in the long run cause Cardinal Woolsey—who in the 1520s effectively ruled England, a task Henry was willing to delegate—to fall and Thomas More to die at the block.


    There is probably no part of Thomas More’s life and thought left uncanvassed by modern scholarship. He is indeed the man for all seasons, but especially for a season like the present in which the shadow of tyranny represented in the sixteenth century by the relentless Tudor regime once again calls into question the claims of religion and conscience. And More is easy to write about, for on the face of his biography he is a charmer; full of wit that never bites and of an irrepressible charity in the face of bitter adversity that alone might have justified his canonization. One of the complexities of his character that is always worthy of comment was his stature as a man of letters, and as such a defender of the modern way in learning. His defense of conscience is always an appealing theme, especially for post-modern Americans, and his defense of the Church laid the groundwork for the thousands of defenses that modernity as it has unfolded would require. These are tempting topics, as is his quiet management of his martyrdom, his manifest desire to find some way, a way not to displease the King, a way not to be a martyr, some way back to Chelsea and his books, if such a way were possible.


    My purpose here is not to develop any of these or other popular themes rooted in More’s biography, but to look at Thomas More’s life when displayed in contrast with the biography of his friend, mentor, and executioner Henry Tudor, as illustrative of the crisis of his age. In the twentieth century, English language scholars, especially those in literature and the history of ideas, have displayed an interest in what will often be called ‘the break,’ a point in time when a note of discontinuity defined the margins between an old world of ideas, loyalties, and manners, and a new world whose roots it is difficult to see in what is past.


    The sense that this has indeed happened is oppressively present in contemporary historiography, although it is treated in very different ways. When I had just begun to think on this theme I happened upon a book, Albert Schweitzer’s Philosophy of Civilization. The book was not profound but symbolic—the burden of which, in the chapter titled The New Way, is the belief that the “optimistic ethical view of life has failed in the face of the impossibility of reconciling our views of nature and the self.” But Schweitzer’s is a mere late-born footnote to a broad position undertaken by almost all of modern philosophy from Pico della Mirandola to Bacon, Kant, and Descartes, that two millennia of philosophy have issued in failure so obvious and profound that we must begin again without reference to this failed history.


    This line, from Pomponazzi to Richard Rorty, celebrates the failure of a world considered naïve in favor of the irony and cynicism that teaches the impossibility of goodness and knowledge. Viewing the question from the other side, the non-Rorty side, R. G. Collingwood wrote in his Autobiography in 1939 that moral philosophy, from Socrates down to his own undergraduate days, had been regarded as “an attempt to think out more clearly the issues involved in conduct, for the sake of acting better.” Then Collingwood went on to say that H. A. Prichard, seconding the position of Cambridge don G. E. Moore that ‘good’ has no definable meaning, declared in 1912 that moral philosophy was based upon a mistake.


    This is merely one aspect of the discontinuity that haunts the modern and post-modern mind. The fact is not simple, for the world over which thinkers like Prichard and Rorty have pronounced a joyous valedictory does not lie peaceably, and there are others, like Alasdair MacIntyre, Roger Scruton, Michael Oakeshott, and indeed Benedict xvi and C. S. Lewis, who view the great discontinuity in a less than favorable light. When Lewis wrote his De descriptione temporum he presented the advent of machines, the dominance of subjectivity, and the failure of modern poetry to discover any range of common meanings with a gentle regret, but Lewis’s regret was reflected then (and now) more sharply by the common usage of the term medieval as an adjective of opprobrium. When Benedict decries what he has called a hermeneutic of rupture and defends a hermeneutic of continuity, he is dealing, late, and on a particular scale, with the same idea. Something has changed, and that something has affected all of thought and life.


    Such discontinuity, assuming that the analysis of Lewis, Collingwood, and a hundred others is a fact, did not occur in a day or perhaps not even in centuries. The beginnings of the process might reasonably be located as early as mid-fourteenth century when the perennial philosophy was rendered problematic by a new philosophy that attacked the very ground of knowledge by insisting that those doorways to intelligibility, forms or ideas, were no more than common notions, surely not realities that lived either in things or in some transcendental intellectual heaven. Or it might be dated as late as August 1914, a view put forward, not scientifically but dramatically, by Barbara Tuchman’s Proud Tower, or even as late as 1968, when the real American revolution in ideas and manners occurred.


    Here I propose briefly to consider the career of Saint Thomas More, located as it is midway down the path, as the particular locus of ‘the break,’ and by way of synecdoche to take one date in May 1532, the date of the Act for the Submission of the Clergy, the acceptance of which caused More’s resignation, as having rendered that transformation irreversible.


    A contemporary politician spoke with a studied cynicism but also with a perhaps unrealized profundity when he said that cultural crisis offers opportunities to do something you could not do before. For however the causality runs, when the tectonic plates of culture shift, new answers to perennial questions, often given in a new language, are somehow teased out of the crisis-ridden civilization. Russian Marxism may be hateful, but it provoked Dostoevsky, Tchaikovsky, and Rachmaninoff. The collapse of southern civilization may be greeted with regret or approbation, but it was the background apart from which Allen Tate, John Crow Ransom, Flannery O’Connor, and Walker Percy are unintelligible.


    Thomas More’s great life was in some way a product of the crisis of the 1520s in which the world of feudal loyalties was deconstructed by a new politics and a new religion. He was born into a civilization dominated by the Church, or more importantly by the religion rooted in the teaching of that Church. When he died he knew that his religion was finished in the culture. But his martyrdom inaugurated a great age, as splendid in witness as it was sordid in pusilanimity, so that from the blood of the Tudor martyrs grew the great teaching of the Council of Trent, the splendors of the Baroque, and above all, Shakespeare, whose plays provided and still provide a Christian way in a world in which memory cannot speak.


    But that is for another day. My purpose here is to make the case that Thomas More’s life was the perfect mirror of the discontinuity that constituted the crisis of his age and the background for our own, partly by explicating briefly themes that tied More to the old world and separated him from the brave new world into which Henry Tudor was drawn by his passions, and partly by contrasting More’s life with the emerging world of Cromwell, Tyndale, and, above all of their master Henry, the eighth of that name.


    In making this brief argument, I might turn to a reflection on the well-justified commonplaces of the sixteenth century. It did see the beginning of the destruction of manorial farming on behalf of that first great mercantile enterprise: wool shearing. It did see the beginning of the triumph of what might be called the money economy. It did see the beginnings of the expansion of Europe into the new world, an event that provided background for More’s Utopia. But the three examples I cite belong to what might be called the history of the European mind or soul, and of these the lives of More and Henry Tudor are emblematic.


    The first transition More experienced was the revisioning of the relation between the present world and God’s future that had been professed by Christians since Pentecost. More was born into a world in which Everyman looked forward to life with Christ, who reigned in heaven with the Blessed Virgin and the Saints; when Thomas More died, confidence was, with increasing regularity, tacitly invested in the present economic and political order. The joy of life realized in duty and cross-bearing in an imperfect world was obscured by what Petrarch called, perhaps with unconscious irony, the simple human joys. The change was neither universal nor absolute, but it was decisive.


    Of course men always pursue pleasure; Aristotle considered its status as the most basic of human desires. But in the contest between Henry and More the seeds of something new were sown because private passion was called into court to justify the creation of a new order of heaven and earth. Royal wives had more or less routinely disappeared and royal children born on the wrong side of the blanket rendered legitimate by authority. The first wife of Constantine the Great disappeared under suspicious circumstances, and Charlemagne’s first wife, a project (apparently) more his mother’s than his own, seems simply to have been returned to Sweden. The marriage of Louis vii to Eleanor of Aquitaine was annulled by an assembly of French prelates in the face of the opposition of Pope Eugenius. Katherine de Roet had begun as John of Gaunt’s in-palace mistress, but when Constance of Castile opportunely died, the Pope conveniently validated the marriage and made the children of the union legitimate, thereby incidentally providing the surfeit of heirs that made the War of the Roses almost inevitable.


    But, remarkably, there exists very little literature of apology or justification for their irregularities, and the thought that a European monarch would have relocated the Catholic Church in politics and culture for his own convenience had not frequently been proposed. The fact is that a young Henry viii was hurried into marriage in 1509 at eighteen with his brother’s widow for political reasons. When he was thirtyfive, in 1526 or 1527, he fell in love. His letters, with their exaggerated promises of eternal fidelity, are only a cut above Grocery store romances. Of course, there is a whole history of falling in love, and a very complicated history it is, rooted in the love of the lady that belonged to the Troubadours, and efflorescing from a condition which the European aristocracy allowed itself only within the qualifying form of dynastic alliances into the status of universal justification for both marriage and divorce by the twentieth century.


    With the King of England, reasons, always framed in service of his passions, were brought forward and converged. Henry had no male heir and he wanted one badly and for good reason. Furthermore the monarchs of Christendom had always chaffed beneath the fact that there was another kingdom within their kingdoms, a kingdom ruled by Christ and represented by a wealthy, powerful, all-too-present hierarchy. So when the political-theological opinion sponsored by Thomas Cromwell, Cranmer, and Nicholas Ridley that Rome had no real authority in anything, certainly not in the king’s divorce, it was decided that the matter could be taken care of at home.


    But underneath it all was Anne Boleyn: Nisi aut regina; queen or nothing. And driving the King’s great matter were the king’s unbridled passion and affections. More knew his man. He wrote his daughter Margaret, also with a kind of tender solicitousness for Henry, that it was a “great pity that any Christian prince should be dominated by a flexible counsel ready to follow his passions.” These passions were in full flower when Henry shouted at Catherine that he would “denounce the Pope as a heretic and marry whom he pleased.”


    Richard Marius, in one of the few faintly cynical treatments of More’s life, has made the case that More was as much a man of flesh as Henry Tudor. More had a deep-rooted love of life and of all the good things the newly-prosperous Tudor society had to offer. In this light, More’s pleading that he detested life at court is true and untrue. Although he had admired the monastic ideal and had tried the contemplative life with the Carthusians, More was no celibate, deciding finally that he had rather be a passable husband than a failed monastic.


    But early in his career More had developed the kind of self knowledge that Henry Tudor lacked. More spent his life denying himself, curbing his will and affections while Henry spent his realizing his will at the cost of his soul and of the lives and peace of his subjects, always expanding the reach of his affections. More wrote much and often, but most often about the necessity of suffering in this world, of dying to self. On her last visit to the Tower, Meg took away Thomas More’s hair shirt and scourge.


    Granting that both men were beset by human desires, Henry became the prototype modern whom Oscar Wilde could have in mind when he counseled that the only way to be rid of temptation was to yield to it. Henry’s life was to an alarming degree neither more nor less than the realization of his affections and policies by an indomitable will, with whatever justifications lay at hand. He was the emblematic bad Catholic, for he liked everything about the Church except those points at which it challenged his will or diminished his resources.


    Much ink has been spilled justifying Henry’s bullying domination of the Church, his destruction of the monasteries for gain, and his marriage to Anne Boleyn, but perhaps it was not really so very complicated.


    Reginald Cardinal Pole and Henry were second cousins twice over, both descended from Margaret Beauchamp and from Richard Duke of York, the de la Poles being the last representatives of the White Rose, the Yorkists, in sixteenth-century England. Like Thomas More, Pole had been something of a favorite with the King before the matter of the divorce came up. Pole knew that what had stoked the fires of reformation in England was Henry’s insistence that he had a right to the realization of his will. Formally, the king’s case rested on his claim that he had, horrible dictu, been living in sin with his brother’s widow to whom he was related by a consanguinity that the Pope could in no wise dispense.


    In 1537 Pole, being safely out of England, wrote:


    
      At your time of life, and with all your experience of the world, you were enslaved by your passion for a girl, but she would not give you your will unless you rejected your wife, whose place she longed to take…This was the first origin of the whole lying affair.

    


    Cromwell had already promised that he would make the Cardinal eat his own heart. In November of the following year Henry began a pogrom against the White Rose that included the execution of Pole’s brother and his Montague cousin and ended with the death at the block of the Cardinal’s mother, Margaret Plantagenet, Countess of Salisbury, in her sixty-seventh year.


    But Pole had been right. Although secondary reasons of weight could be put forward, the whole lying affair had been caused by Henry’s desire for a girl, the sister of his mistress, who, to cite Pole again, knew “at least from the example of her sister, how soon you got tired of your mistresses.”


    To this celebration of desire, More was the perfecta antitype. Seeking to live day by day in a heart-awareness of the weakness and fallenness of the human condition, More represented a world that stretched backward through the piety of Thomas à Kempis and Augustine to find root in the cross. Henry Tudor anticipated a future that would be echoed by his distant descendent Edward viii, a world in which private passions justified. In things human nothing is ever absolutely new, and Henry Tudor was not the only man to be willing to bring down the heavens to achieve his desire—one might mention, for example, the Borgia papacy—but this building of life and politics on desire and passion would open out toward Marx and Nietzsche, while More’s pattern of life would remain the property of the saints.


    A second great shift in the sixteenth century mind, not unrelated to the first, moved the land of heart’s desire from the coming kingdom of Christ to “the simple human joys” and proclaimed the legitimate goal of life this side of the grave. If there is a certain Christian maxim it is that we die in order to live while the world lives only to face death. From middle life until his death, while Henry was perfecting the application of unbridled will, More would study much the way to die to this world so as to live with Christ. The future trumped anything this world had to offer; early on More began a treatise on the four last things. The tower writings were treatises such as The Sadness of Christ. His meditations on death, his fascination with Christ’s sadness, could only have been written by one who understood the beatitude: “Blessed are those who mourn.”


    The second aspect of More’s life in which it compassed the division between two worlds was the transition he experienced from a world dominated by the politics of promises to the moral world of manipulation or political utilitarianism in which campaign promise is an oxymoron.


    Cromwell had spent time in Venice, and during his Italian years he had acquired a manuscript copy of Machiavelli’s yet unpublished Prince, as well as a copy of Marsilius of Padua’s fourteenth-century best seller Defensor pacis. From Machiavelli Cromwell learned that it was better for the prince to be feared than loved, that power was always self-justifying, and words simply a means to a successful policy, failure being the only thing that doomed a ruler. From the second he learned that it was possible to conceive the clergy of England, or indeed any realm, as servants not of the Church but of the prince.


    It is impossible to understand Thomas More’s martyrdom apart from some appreciation of the role of fidelity in his imagination and especially of the claim held by Henry, an anointed king and a friend, on that fidelity. More’s was of course a world of hierarchically arranged obligations rooted in the organization of society that had superseded the law of the Roman Empire. The great Catholic Revival historian Maurice DeWulf was a defender of the thesis that politics, and even personality, was reshaped by early medieval reliance upon the ability of everyman to make a contract and hence to make and keep a promise.


    I have in another context made much of a question asked by a commentator on the successful policies and career of Charlemagne. “How did Charlemagne govern a territory that stretched from the Limes to Sicily and from Normandy to the Danube?”


    In an age in which horseback was the fastest means of communication and in which there was no standing army, the answer was that every political person was bound by fidelity to his promise, which is, to say shortly, the reason why the lowest circle of Dante’s Inferno was occupied by breakers of oaths. Sir Francis Palgrave put it thus: “When Charlemagne compelled a conquered chieftain to become his man he established a legal obligation much stronger than the demand of tribute would have established.”


    This civilization of promises died slowly. As an extant European polity, the crucial event was the refusal of bishops who had promised loyalty to James ii to transfer that loyalty to William of Orange even after James Stuart had fled to France. William Sancroft, Thomas Ken and indeed the great lights of the Anglican episcopal bench became what history has called non-jurors or non-swearers because they could not convince themselves that the political defeat of James Stuart obviated their promise of loyalty to him.


    Two hundred years earlier, in the 1530s what I have called the civilization of promises was still very much alive. Thomas More is painstaking in his anxiety that he not be seen as a breaker of faith or a traitor to loyalty. Oath breaking has always been part of the panoply of human folly, but the regime of Thomas Cromwell, armed with the ideas set forward in the Prince, destroyed the ideals of truth and fidelity. When Thomas Cranmer was made archbishop of Canterbury, he swore an oath before taking the required oath to the Pope in which he promised that his loyalty to the Pope was given only formally, causing Cardinal Pole to comment, “Other perjurers be wont to break their oath after they have sworn; you brake it before.” And then there was Richard Rich, whose false testimony under oath sent More to the block. And whether the figure depicting a man about to swear as holding his soul in his hand like water is from Robert Bolt or from More himself, we know that while More viewed the oath of succession in the best lawyerly fashion—take it if you can, Meg—he agonized over, and ultimately rejected, the repeated advice of his wife and daughter that he take the oath regarding the succession although he denied it in his heart.


    For the oath to serve loyally, the promise to be a good servant, were the glue that bound culture into a moral unity. “It is my humble suit to your excellent Highness principally that your noble grace should have no distrust of my devotion to you. Among my other pleasures in heaven this should be one, that your grace should surely see there then, that howsoever you take me, I am your true beadsman, now and ever have been and will be till I die.” More’s persistent plea was that he was the king’s true subject, that as such he would live and die, “and truly pray for Him will I here and in the other world too.” And then the unforgettable line, “I die the king’s good servant, but God’s first.” Thomas More’s was a civilization of fidelity, of promises and loyalties kept, of loyalty enforced not by power but by the power of the fealty given. There would always be the platitude that men should keep promises, but More’s generation was among the last in whom the idea of pledged loyalty was the wellspring of political life.


    Thirdly, this matter of the civilization of promises lay at the heart of a second great transition that marked More’s life, the transition from the cosmopolitan culture of Christendom to the national state which would by its very nature be at war with Christendom. The politics of the Middle Ages was dominated by something called the investiture controversy, investiture being an essential element in the effecting of those promises that made civilization run. Freedom in the post-Enlightenment sense was unknown; everybody was someone’s servant or man in a vast hierarchy that began with God, the Pope, and the Prince. The western theory in its fullness ran like this. All power in heaven and earth is given to Christ. As the Father sent Jesus Christ, so Christ sends the Church (John 20:21), and Peter and Peter’s successors the popes are its head, the necessary and living voice. This Church gives the temporal sword to princes, but princes rule by the authenticating blessing of the Church gained at their coronation, when the prince promised to recognize and defend the rights of the Church.


    The only thing this pre-fifteenth century, decidedly messy theory of the relation between prince and church was better than was everything that followed it. It was a system with built-in tensions, for there is no real possibility of separating the temporal and spiritual realms absolutely. Everything temporal is in some sense spiritual and everything spiritual, if it matters, is in some sense temporal. So from the fourth to the fifteenth centuries the Church and the prince lived in a kind of constructive tension marked by conflict and accommodations.


    The local representatives of the Church were bishops, powerful and rich, who might or might not support the projects of the king. Kings sought to clarify the situation by insisting that they, not the Pope or his representative, called bishops to their office by investing them with its symbols. The Popes insisted that bishops were their men, their servants, always requiring that they be invested with ring and staff by Papal representatives, not by the King.


    Thomas More saw that Henry viii intended to resolve the investiture controversy decisively in his favor, to make bishops the king’s men or servants. Henry’s transformation, under the powerful impetus of his desires, from the most loyal of princes to the enemy of papal authority was justified by the rant of Tyndale that the power of kings knew no limitation. Thus the rejection of papal authority would lead by the broad way to regal absolutism, the guillotine, and the Hobbsean polity of power.


    For Henry to triumph, it was necessary to break the will of the clergy, which did not prove difficult. On 16 May, 1532 More was in effect already a dead man, for on that day the act called the Submission of the Clergy was passed and enforced. More resigned the chancellorship within hours, and gave his son-in-law the enigmatic words, “The field is won.” He had done the right thing and perhaps he could foresee the end. In 1516 More published his Utopia, an impenetrably murky allegory that did not appear in English until long after his death. Whatever it meant, whether it was a veiled political commentary or merely a conceit, it contained this prescient criticism: “In courts they will not bear with a man’s holding his peace,…a man must barefacedly approve of the worst counsels and consent to the blackest designs, so that he would pass for a spy, or, possibly, for a traitor, that did but coldly approve of such wicked practices.” Henry Tudor required not silence but approval.


    More returned to Chelsea and wrote on behalf of the Church and in defense of the clergy, who, beginning to see him as their champion, proffered the gift of a very large sum, which More refused.


    It has often been remarked that Thomas More did not have a very well developed theory of the authority of the Roman See. He wrote that he, like the majority of sixteenth-century mankind, had not thought much about whether the authority of the Papacy was of divine law or traditional; in neither case would he have doubted the authority of Peter’s successor. True, More and the other martyrs did not argue Matthew 16:17 or tradition or canon law, but appealed to what Newman called a fact, that all Christendom took Clement vii to be the successor of Peter and the arbiter of Christendom, so that the default of one small kingdom provided no precedent for refusing obedience to the Roman Pontiff.


    More’s words were: “Then said my Lord of Westminster to me, that howsoever the matter seemed unto mine own mind, I had cause to fear that mine own mind was erroneous, when I see the great council of the realm determine of my mind to the contrary, and that therefore I ought to change my conscience. To that I answered, that if there were no more but myself on my side and the whole parliament upon the other, I would be sore afraid to lean on my own mind against so many. But on the other side, if…I have (as I think) upon my part as great a council and greater too, I am not then bounden to change my conscience and conform it to the council of one realm, against the general council of Christendom.” The argument was not the theory, and it was in helping Henry viii compose his Defense of the Seven Sacraments that More first began to see clearly that the authority of Peter was of divine law.


    After Henry’s Act of Supremacy the investiture controversy was essentially over, resolved in favor of the prince; the centuries-long project of removing this galling check to royal power was removed. It is a great mistake to think that England was alone in this matter. Henry led the way, the Valois, Bourbons and Hapsburgs followed. Princes were willing to make the customary protestations of piety, some sincere, more or less so, as long as it was clear that each controlled their church in his own realms. It is a commonplace of European history that Henry viii abstracted the Church from the medieval synthesis, thus driving Christianity out of the culture while the other great empires, Spain and France, remained faithful children of Rome. Appealing, but untrue. Gallicanism reigned in France; Josephinism in the Empire. The Falk laws in Germany in the 1870s and the bitter secularization of France in 1905 were steps along the way. More and Fisher and the Carthusians saw that what was at stake was not a matter of local polity but a precedent that would remove Christ from the heart of European civilization.


    It is very hard to know whether it was his objection to the divorce or his objection to the rending of England from Christendom as it then was that made More fall silent on the matter but he refused publicly to support Henry’s proceedings. More always argued that he had never in fact opposed them in the public realm; he had never denied that the king and parliament could make Anne Boleyn Queen. But he would not support the king in his ‘great matter’. He had begun to see that Christendom was a something of which the Pope was head, and that to weaken or defy the authority of the Roman pontiff was to weaken, indeed to damage fatefully, the Church and its witness.


    He was confronted with the argument that all the realm had consented to the king’s proceedings, why would he hold himself aloof? More’s answer was that, two realms being in conflict, he must stand with what Augustine would have called the City of God. More’s claim is about fidelity, about faithfulness to a realm larger than Henry’s and resting on a higher authority. This was not easy, for one can see in his letters the tension caused by that failing of loyalty to an anointed king to whom he had promised feudal duty. There is no mention in Thomas More’s letters of the historical foundation of the See of Peter or of his commission by Christ, simply an appeal to a fact. Christendom exists; it has its ways; it has its head. I cannot leave this loyalty to the King of Kings to follow even the King of England.


    If More is to be located in the context of the three themes I have sketched, is he to be seen merely as a backward-looking figure whose opinions can be disqualified by the adjectives feudal or medieval? Predictably, I will say not so, for with a kind of inspired prescience More took his stand on three ideas apart from which it is impossible to survive in the modernity he foresaw.


    These were the truths that followers of Jesus Christ put not their trust in princes but look to life eternal and to the age in which He will reign; that suffering, not self-realization, is the stuff of the good life; that the promise freely given, loyalty freely undertaken, is the best theme of political life, and that while the Church may for reasons partly practical and partly providential be driven from the culture, Christ is still the king of creation. These were ideas with a future.


    Two years before he died, Thomas More wrote this little distich:


    
      
        [] You who remember More, may your life be long

        And your death open the gate to eternal life.

        !

      

    


    His love of the kingdom that lay beyond that gate and of its King was the spring of More’s soul-survival in the great storm that was the reign of Henry viii.

  


  
    Wessex, Our Wessex: How Books Made a Kingdom


    The west of England, Cornwall, Devonshire, is a magical kingdom, with its memories of Arthur at Tintagel and Glastonbury and Alfred at Winchester. After Britain ceased being Roman, and with the withdrawal of the Legions in mid-fifth century, the two great events in this territory that would become Alfred’s Wessex, a land stretching across the south of England from Devon to Kent, were the invasions and the triumph of the Christian religion after a long and indecisive battle with the shadowy remnants of the old religion and the paganism of the invaders. They came in waves; Saxons, Angles, Jutes, Vikings, Danes, as did Christianity, which was first the result of missionary efforts within the Empire, then the fruit of the Celtic, monastery-centered Church, then stabilized as part of Latin Christendom with the coming of Augustine to Canterbury in 597 a.d..


    From its beginning, in Britain as elsewhere, Christianity was represented by both a living witness, known through a tradition of preaching and catechesis and in the celebration of the sacraments. It also possessed a vibrant literary tradition. Judaism, like every other near eastern religion, had its smoky side, the sacrificial animals at the tabernacle or temple door, clouds of incense ascending before the Mercy Seat, but it was also a literate and intellectual religion. It was arranged around writing, God’s revelation set down in an odd language, written backwards, without vowels, as unlike the Greek of Homer as a language could be, but writing still. Israel had a founding myth in Genesis; it had a moral code in Deuteronomy, an ethic in Proverbs, a kind of philosophy in the Wisdom literature, and in the prophets a theology of history. It had a civil history in the books of the Kings, a poetry in the Psalms and the Song of Solomon. In the synagogue, the place that later would be occupied by the tabernacle containing the precious Body of Christ, there would stand a scroll, that is, a book.


    That the Church should have been founded on books as well as living memory and the sacramental presence of Christ was in a way inevitable, because at the heart of its teaching was the surprising doctrine that the founder was both a person and the Word, reason itself. And this reason, this Logos, was to be found not only in the beginning with God, not only spread throughout the world God had made, but was to be discovered in books, and even, or especially, in Plato, who, although he had not possessed the Logos perfectly, as an effect of grace, possessed it or participated in it in a way that made his thought, and the thought of all truth-seeking philosophers, valuable. And from that point on the Church felt free to claim the heritage of Greek philosophy and literature as its own.


    True, there were dangers. Basil the Great wrote a treatise arguing that Christian boys should be taught the literature of the poets and philosophers, but carefully, with discretion, not emphasizing too much the carryings on of the gods and goddesses, but from that point there was no turning back. Christianity would be a literate religion, a religion of thought and hence of writing. The principle had been set forward by a philosopher from Tarsus named Justin about 130 in the simple apothegm: “Whatever is true belongs to us Christians.”


    It was to be expected that as the church became self-consciously intellectual, most writing by Christians would be theological and exegetical. There was always philosophy, Saint Augustine being the great exemplar. But the intellectual tradition was crowned by the one thing that mattered most, the revealed truth about God. In a sense, secular literature as a thing detached from the presuppositions of religion ceased in Christian culture.


    There was already, at mid-ninth century, a vast collection of writings of the apologists and Fathers. Augustine of Hippo towered above all others, and there were the letters of Ignatius and Polycarp, the treatises of the great Alexandrians from Origen to Athanasius, the scholarship of Jerome, the homiletic and theological works of the Cappadocians, Basil, Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory Nazianzus, the writings and letters of popes like Leo, Gelasius, and Gregory the Great, and the not insignificant contribution of men who lived in the distant west like Prosper of Aquitaine and Vincent of Lerins. And of course, first and always, the Bible.


    Alfred, son of Æthelwulf, succeeded to the kingdom of Wessex in 860. He shares with Charlemagne the happy circumstance of a good biographer; for Alfred it was Bishop Asser, who wrote a touchingly personal story of Alfred’s reign. The future king of Wessex was given a cosmopolitan upbringing by his parents, Æthelwulf and Osburga, having been sent to Rome as a boy of five, where he was blessed by Pope Leo iv and where he imbibed the Romanitas that would color his reign.


    Despite the efforts of his immediate forebears, Alfred inherited a kingdom in decay, a people unaware of the history of which they were part, without a past and hence without a future. They were without knowledge of Latin and without books, and thus prey to the moral weakness which ignorance breeds.


    
      And I let it be known to thee that it has very often come into my mind what wise men there formerly were throughout England, both of sacred and secular orders; and what happy times there were then throughout England; and how the kings who had power over the nation in those days obeyed God and His ministers; how they preserved peace, morality, and order at home, and at the same time enlarged their territory abroad; and how they prospered both with war and with wisdom; and also how zealous the sacred orders were both in teaching and learning, and in all the services they owed to God; and how foreigners came to this land in search of wisdom and instruction, and how we should now have to get them from abroad if we were to have them.

    


    This failure to cherish learning had brought its own reward. “Consider what punishments would come upon us on account of this world, if we neither loved wisdom ourselves nor suffered other men to obtain it: we should love the name of Christian only, and very few of the virtues.”


    The location of the golden age of King Alfred’s imagination, the happy times when learning flourished, is uncertain. Perhaps he was thinking of the age of Bede, when the fruits of the great missionary enterprise of the fifth and sixth centuries were fresh. But wherever we locate the happy times of the past, his biography will still tell us what Alfred thought about learning. Good learning meant happy times. The kings ruled in peace, morality, and authority at home and were successful in the unending warfare caused by the succession of invasions from the low countries and Scandinavia. The religious orders gave themselves to teaching and learning, to celebrating Mass and hearing confessions. People came from abroad to seek wisdom in England.


    What had happened in England was the damaging, catastrophic failure of good learning under the pressure of the invasions. There were few who could understand the divine service in English, or even translate a single letter from Latin into English. Continental writers describe the England that Alfred sought to reform at the end of the ninth century as a place of spiritual desolation, clerical marriage and riotous living among the religious houses. Pope John vii wrote Ethelred, archbishop of Canterbury, in 877, that the clergy in his province should at last be taught to keep their rule. Pope Formosus complained that “abominable pagan rites” were rampant, adding that in the face of all this English Bishops kept quiet, “like dumb dogs that cannot bark.”


    So to restore the happy times, Alfred undertook the heroic task of restoring learning. It is not easy to imagine the circumstance in which this King of Wessex proposed to conduct this restoration. We are given a glimpse of declining population, a forested landscape bereft of cities, in Fulk of Reims’ gratitude that Alfred, “so as not to see empty handed or sponging,” had sent him as a gift accompanying his request that a teacher be sent to Wessex, a pack of dogs trained to attack the wolves that roamed the forests.


    It is not easy for us to imagine a world in which an invading army might appear on the coast, unheralded of course, and proceed to pillage and burn, settling down perhaps for a winter or two before turning their attention to the other shore and terrorizing Brittany. For the invaders, our ancestors the pirates, truly were unlike anything the empires of the classical world had known. They were nomads of the sea, capable of producing fine artifacts, but a people whose language has been largely lost to us because with one great exception it had no literature; a people among whom violence was a way of life and considered unremarkable. The rich lands located along the channel, England and Brittany or America, from 449 when the Saxons, summoned to the aid of the would-be emperor Vortigern, first appeared to the Battle of St. Clare-sur-Ept in 935 and finally to the Norman Conquest in 1066, was intermittently a bloody battlefield. Between the sixth and tenth centuries we are not dealing, as was Arthur in the 470s, with a battle between civilized Romans and the savage invaders but with battles between successive waves of Germanic and Nordic invaders who would come, sometimes as mercenaries, sometimes as marauders, settle in England, become Christians, develop language, and create a kingdom that then looked like easy prey to the next wave of Goths or Frisians or Vikings who wanted the fruits of civilization without the labor involved.


    In this unlikely climate, Alfred undertook the restoration of his kingdom to the happy times by undertaking a carefully conceived promotion of books and learning. This revival was rooted in his own biography. Perhaps Alfred’s love for learning began when his mother had offered her sons a book of poetry with the words, “I give this book to the one who can learn it fastest.” Spurred on, Asser wrote, by divine inspiration, and by the beauty of the illuminated initial letter, Alfred took the book to his teacher, quickly learned it and recited it. One might mention in passing that bookmaking, of which the Book of Kells (c. 800) and the Lindisfarne Gospels (696) are the finest fruit, was perhaps the principal craft of the civilization, attested by dozens of manuscripts in which bookmaking was elevated into high art through illuminations and the careful design of every page.


    Alfred promoted learning by becoming a scholar himself. In imitation of the Frankish kings, Charlemagne and his sons, he established a palace school for his sons and the sons of the nobility, requiring that they learn to read and write English, and if they had time, Latin. His younger sons were to be educated “with the children of almost all the nobility of the country, and many also who were not noble” The school books were in both languages, that is Latin and Saxon, and were diligently read, and time was given also for writing. Accordingly, “so that before they were of an age to practise human arts, namely, hunting and other pursuits which befit noblemen, they became studious and clever in the liberal arts.”


    To staff his school, Alfred sent across the channel for teachers, for in 890, as he wrote in his preface to Gregory’s Pastoral Care, learning had declined so thoroughly in England that there was nobody in Wessex, nobody south of the Thames, who knew Saxon and Latin. It was, therefore, necessary to find teachers in the nearest Christian land, the kingdom of the Franks. So requests were made, and there exists the amiable letter written to Alfred by Fulk, bishop of Rheims, in response to Alfred’s request for a teacher. Albeit reluctantly, Fulk sent the noted Saxon priest and teacher, Grimbald, across the channel along with another less well-known named John, gently protesting all the while that allowing Grimbald and John to go was a great sacrifice.


    Alfred was a winning, indeed forceful, advocate for his program. Bishop Asser has told us how he made it abundantly clear that his nobles were expected to participate in the revival of learning on pain of losing their posts. Extreme measures were required because his kingdom was in decay, full of ignorance and wickedness. “I remembered also that I saw, before it had been all ravaged and burned, how the churches throughout the whole of England stood filled with treasures and books.” But the decay had begun long before the Vikings came. Books existed, but they were written in Latin and knowledge of Latin had been lost. I wondered, Alfred wrote, why the good, wise men who were formerly throughout England did not wish to translate any part of them into their own language? And his answer was that they did not think the knowledge of Latin would vanish and that they at the same time had thought, “the wisdom in this land might increase with our knowledge of languages.” Alfred recollected that the Bible had been written in Hebrew, translated into Greek and Latin. So why not translate it into English, which he was about to do, as well as other works he considered important. But behind it all was the premise: more languages, more wisdom, which is as true then as now because, as Alfred intuited, language lives in the space marked out by metaphor. Parallel languages are themselves textures of metaphor, and because a language is a civilization, to know many languages is to know many civilizations.


    At the root of his love of learning there was Alfred’s little commonplace book, which came to Bishop Asser’s attention in this way.


    
      On a certain day we were both of us sitting in the king’s chamber, talking on all kinds of subjects, as usual, and it happened that I read to him a quotation out of a certain book. While he was listening to it attentively with both ears, and pondering it deeply with his inmost mind, he suddenly showed me a little book which he carried in his bosom, wherein were written the daily course, together with certain Psalms and prayers which he had read in his youth, and thereupon bade me write the quotation in that book. Hearing this, and perceiving in part his active intelligence and goodness of heart, together with his devout resolution of studying divine wisdom, I gave, though in secret, yet with hands uplifted to heaven, boundless thanks to Almighty God, who had implanted such devotion to the study of wisdom in the king’s heart. But since I could find no blank space in that book wherein to write the quotation, it being all full of various matters, I delayed a little, chiefly that I might stir up the choice understanding of the king to a higher knowledge of the divine testimonies. Upon his urging me to make haste and write it quickly, I said to him, “Are you willing that I should write that quotation on some separate leaf? Perhaps we shall find one or more other such which will please you.”

    


    So Asser began another book in which the King entered other passages. The little book, which they called Alfred’s Enchiridion, grew to the size of a psalter as Alfred took up the study of Holy Scripture.


    We can know something of the character and purpose of the restoration of learning Alfred envisioned from the books he cherished, some so much that he translated them into English. There was, of course, St. Augustine, who dominated the intellectual landscape of the early Middle Ages, represented directly by the Soliloquies, and indirectly by Orosius’ Universal History. The Soliloquies are a long conversation about the good of the soul. Orosius was a pupil of St Augustine who had written a kind of universal history having as its theme the proposition that Christians had not caused the decay and the invasions but had in fact mitigated the events that might have befallen a sin-prone people without God’s providential government. Orosius was in this way, and by anticipation, a kind of anti-Gibbon. Orosius and probably the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, although the latter required no translating, having been commissioned or encouraged by Alfred, in their different ways, gave the Christians of Britain a past.


    And of course, there was Boethius, that compendium of poetry, philosophy, and natural theology that charmed the Middle Ages. With its discussion of fortune and providence, the Consolation of Philosophy, written three hundred years earlier by another Christian whose life was framed by his encounter with the barbarians, was bound to be of interest and to give pleasure, so much so that Alfred not only translated it into English but recast parts into poetry.


    Perhaps Alfred’s most famous translations were of St. Gregory’s two books, the Pastoral Care, which based the authority of government on the example of Christ, and the Dialogues which provided examples of saintly living. By translating the Psalms, Alfred contributed to the eradication of priestly ignorance and to the establishing of the monastic hours in his own language. Be it noted that the learning Alfred cherishes, the failure of which can bring down the realm, is not technical unless one should call liturgy technical. It is broadly moral and deeply Christian, compassing both Gregory’s Pastoral Rule and Boethius. Indeed the world in which Alfred reigns is one in which Christianity is a synonym for civilization, in which the network of bishoprics is spread across Gaul and into England, connecting Winchester with Gaul and Rome, where there are monasteries, with monastic life sometimes flourishing, and heroic missionaries frequently engaged in evangelizing the Germans.


    The learning Alfred envisioned was not what we now mean by education on several counts. Learning, although essential to civil usefulness, was not a means toward property or station; in fact at one point he says that what has ruined England in the past has been getting rich in a climate of luxury. The thesis on which Alfred’s revival of learning proceeded was his conviction that ignorance has the capacity for destroying kingdoms. Alfred’s anxiety was not misplaced because an ignorant people cannot survive on a mixture of prejudice, sentimentality and irrationality. Literature and history are in their respective ways the mirrors in which we as well as the citizens of Alfred’s England see the outlines of human possibility and the human adventure. One, just one, of the reasons that moderns seem to be rootless wanderers is that they will think of themselves not as members of a tradition but as radically free of the past, indeed as radically free of everything but their passions. It may be that Orosius’ book was not a great history, and it may be that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was a composite work in which Alfred played no principal part, but what these achieved was giving Alfred’s people a history.


    Books were to renovate the kingdom by teaching that knowledge which opened the door to morality. Almost all the offscourings of television are calculated to promote a kind of ignorance and moral blindness. Almost all education, especially ‘higher education,’ once one moves beyond a certain technical level is calculated to promote ignorance by teaching relentlessly against that discrimination which is the soul of thought and hence of judgment, and by inculcating historical errors of the most egregious sort. The inherited tradition, which Alfred knew, was derived from Plato, Plotinus, Aristotle and the Bible. It argued broadly that the good life was proposed by the intellect and achieved by the will; that the absence of either virtue or learning was no more than half a life, but that it was certain that without the intellectual virtues goodness would be blind.


    It was the proud boast of the later Anglo Saxon moralists, G. E. More, H. A. Prichard, and A. J. Ayer that philosophy had absolutely nothing to do with life, an attitude that would cause Alfred, were it true that he founded the University of Oxford, to revoke its charter. For the purpose of learning in Wessex was that God might be honored, souls saved, the church steadied, and the kingdom set in right order and the liberal arts usefully employed. That the case could have been otherwise would not have occurred.


    Of course, Alfred did not think learning was simply reducible to theology. Otherwise he would not have translated Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy. He did, however think that learning could make men better and make society gentler. Alfred’s last translation was Augustine’s Soliloquies, and his preface is a kind of parable, a sweet summary of his efforts to revive learning, and with it, virtue.


    
      I gathered for myself staves and props and tie-shafts, and handles for each of the tools that I knew to work with, and cross bars for each of the structures that I knew how to build, the finest timbers I could carry. I never came away with a single load without wishing to bring home the whole of the forest, if I could have carried it all. In every tree I saw something for which I had a need at home. Accordingly, I would advise everyone who is strong and has many wagons to direct his steps to that same forest where I cut these props, and to fetch more for himself and to load his wagons with well-cut staves, so that he may weave many elegant walls and put up many solid houses and build a fine homestead, and there may live pleasantly and in tranquility both in winter and summer—as I have not yet done. But he who instructed me, to whom the forest was pleasing, may bring it about that I may abide more comfortably in this temporary dwelling by this road in this life, and also in the eternal home that he has promised us through the writings of St. Augustine and St. Gregory and St Jerome and through many of the Holy Fathers, as I believe He will through the merits of all the saints, both make this present life easier than it was before, and in particular will illuminate the eyes of my mind so that I can discover the most direct way to the eternal homeland and to eternal glory and to the eternal rest which is promised to us through those Holy Fathers.

    


    Nor is it any wonder that a man should work with such materials, both in transporting them and in building with them; but every man when he has built a hamlet on land leased to him by his lord and with his lord’s help, likes to stay there some time and go hunting, fowling, and fishing, and to employ himself on the leased land, both on land and sea, until he shall have deserved bookland, and a perpetual inheritance through his Lord’s kindness.


    Bookland, land held according to a ‘book’ or charter, and free of the burden of taxation, was the eternal kingdom. And who cannot be touched by the deep, tender, and profoundly Christian words of a king great in wisdom and war who, while he longed for the great inheritance, loved to hunt the hills of Wessex and fish the Humber. Loving Christ the one thing necessary; life itself a gift.


    But Bookland cannot be anything other than the land to which Alfred has been brought by books. We do not have much by way of artifacts from Alfred’s reign, but the most precious artifact is called Alfred’s jewel, a delicately made cloisonné tear-shaped object inscribed around with the words “Alfred caused me to be made.” What the purpose of this object was has been much discussed, but the majority opinion is that it was the head of a bookmark or pointer, such as he promised to send to every bishop with his copy of the Bible.

  


  
    From Sweet Sorrow to Witness: The Order of Blessedness


    The fifth chapter of Saint Matthew’s Gospel is the founding document of the great comedy, the Good News of Jesus Christ, to be matched in importance by perhaps nothing other than John 14, the giving of the new commandment. It contains the Beatitudes, followed by Jesus’ transformation of the Law of Moses from the holy commandments of Exodus into the very form of the Christian heart. In this text, taken with the fact of Pentecost, the words of Jeremiah 31:31, in which God proposes to forgive our sins and put the law in our hearts, are fulfilled.


    The Beatitudes, or we might say Blessednesses, are unusual in at least two ways. They are descriptive as well as prescriptive, not only pointing out a path but defining the shape of human happiness, reminding the disciples of Jesus of what the conditions for happiness are, in what blessedness consists; and not threatening punishments but promising rewards, or at least consequences. They describe a path, a path that begins in sweet sorrow and ends with the sharp sword of witness.


    Given our characteristic expectations regarding the rewards of righteousness, the Beatitudes are partly conventional, mercy and peacemaking, but partly discomfiting as well. Taken in sum Jesus’ words evoke a sense of disappointment, for the heart of natural man does not reach out to embrace poverty of spirit, whatever that may be, or mourning. And why embrace a path that yields the rewards of persecution and calumny? Yet the Beatitudes have an order; they are signposts along the royal road that leads citizens of the fallen world, sinners all, to the presence of God, to sonship, defining a path that begins in humility and ends in inconvenient witness.


    When Our Lord sat down to teach, he began by telling his followers that everyman who would know God must begin by laying aside the lie of self-sufficiency, another name for pride, and recognizing just who he is in the context of the great drama in which each of us has been given a bit part, an apparently inconsequential walk-on, but one unique and essential to God’s plan if we will take it. This is the great lesson of Job, a just man, whom God never accuses of sin, but a just man clinging in the most unrealistic way to the illusion of his righteousness, a man redeemed only when, having had his folly and littleness demonstrated by the Almighty most graphically, he falls silent before the gift of the vision of God: “Now my eye hath seen….” A broken and contrite heart God does not despise, but God resists the proud unto the end. Humility is the door to God’s presence: “Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the Kingdom of heaven.”


    An invitation to sadness has no appeal until humility begins to teach us who we are and brings us to blessed mourning. Sorrow, genuine and deep, which reaches out to meet the forgiveness of the Lord, is the only thing that can renew the human heart, change the past, and make us new creatures. “Godly sorrow, repentance to salvation is not to be repented of, but the sorrow of the world worketh death” (1 Co 7:11). Given the implication of everyman in original sin, the burden of our actual sins, forgiven but still weighted with the debt of our undischarged penance; given our weakness and instability in the face of temptation, sorrow is the only medicine for the soul. Jesus, we are told, in what must be one of the most remarkable of promises, will wipe away every tear from our eyes (Rev 21:4), but tears there must be. “Blessed are they that mourn, they shall be comforted.”


    Charles Dickens may have done the English-speaking world a great disservice by bringing us Uriah Heep, the meekest of men and least likable of his characters. In fact the word that has traditionally been translated “meek” might better be translated ‘gentle,’ and the connotations that come to mind are those given by St. Paul in Galatians 5:22, “peace, gentleness, goodness, patience,” which things are the fruits of the presence of the Spirit of God. This gentleness is the soft answer that blunts wrath, it is walking the second mile, agreeing before the matter comes to contest. Blessed are the gentle-hearted; they shall inherit the earth. An odd promise but surely true, for only these gentle folk, bereft of the chaos of anger and emulation, can ever enjoy the earth on which God has planted us.


    Every life is built around an organizing desire. On the natural level this is the desire to be thought good that makes us sensitive to criticism, but this flawed desire conceals the most basic of human longings, the desire to be right, and not only to be right but to be right with God. Blessedness means that this desire for our rightness is purified and transformed into a longing, first and finally, for God and His righteousness. A fundamental axiom of our moral lives is the certainty that we will indeed get what we desire. There must be a place for those who consciously desire something other than God and his will. Its name is hell. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness; they will be granted their desire.


    The pure in heart will see God, whose eyes cannot behold iniquity. Who can achieve that purity of heart without which we cannot see God? This cannot be the purity that belongs to unfallen angels, but must be the purity achieved by grace in the murk and mire of the world. God has a case against the very saints. Our hearts are not perfectly clean although we confess weekly, or daily. The guilt of our lives can be undone but not the fact. Mercy can only exist where there is justice, where a claim to justice exists. Mercy makes life possible because it means we do not hold our neighbor to the letter, and that we will always be shown mercy.


    Blessed are the peacemakers, but argument is great fun. We love a contest and the contest easily becomes a controversy. There is something that makes us love war games. In natural man, peace is a cultivated taste, cultivated by the Holy Spirit, for we are envious Cains and disappointed Judases, to whom war comes easily. But God is a God of peace and order.


    At the end of the road, if we have sought these blessednesses, the final reward is, we are assured, misrepresentation, and misunderstanding. There is a passage in Newman’s Development of Doctrine, a grammatical tour de force in which Newman illustrates with about fifty parallel clauses, in a sentence that runs to two pages, the persistent calumny and false witness with which the world has and always will harass the Church and Christians.


    So the end of blessedness is often being spoken against falsely. The block, the rope and rack are not for us now, not yet. Satan is not just, and his treatment of souls on the path of blessedness is marked by craft and virulence and the zeal born of desperation bringing to imagination past failures and the availability of the middle way. He is the father not of humility but of self-doubt. God may allow him to take from an Albanian nun who has given her life to the dying poor all comfort. He may make abandonment by friends a note of Newman’s life. But the bearing of such things is the final gift of blessedness. And along the way we will from time to time enjoy the sweetness of sorrow and humility, the mercy of God, and the present foretaste of the vision of the face of Jesus.


    At the end of the familiar Beatitudes Jesus goes on to describe the fruition of blessedness, which cannot lie in the approval of the world but is to be found in witness. And the metaphors Jesus uses to describe witness are not those that appeal so transparently to the triumphalist heart. Salt is not the stuff of life but its spice. The light shines, but it is the darkness men prefer. Christ does not ask us to remake the natural order in its glorious combination of fallenness and glory—he will do that at the end—but to be salt and light.

  


  
    Crowned with Broken Glass: The Wall Between Two Worlds


    David Mathew was a Catholic historian of some importance, brother of the better-known Gervase Mathew, who in 1935 published Catholicism in England: 1535–1935. He noted that tensions between English Catholics and their culture, rooted in the sixteenth century, had persisted, although recent years had seen the passage of the Catholic Relief Act of 1926, which removed the last disabilities affecting Catholics and public office. But Mathew went on to observe,


    
      The Catholic teaching on the use of marriage was the principal irritant. This and kindred questions, which seemed to enter so deeply into private lives, seemed perhaps to be tending to erect a barrier between the Catholics and the great body of general opinion such as did not exist in earlier generations. There was always a wall between us but now it is crowned with broken glass. It is improbable that dissensions on such large questions as ‘mariolatry’ and papal infallibity would have the same effect of social disintegration as a divergent outlook on the most personal of all questions.

    


    Just five years before Fr. Mathew finished his work, in the summer of 1930, the Lambeth Conference had broken what had been the almost universal front against the program of Marie Carmichael Stopes in Britain and Margaret Sanger in the United States to legitimize the deliberate frustration of the natural, generative purpose of the marriage act on what was presented as humanitarian, feminist grounds. These propagandists were not the first to think that life would be better all around if things pleasurable could be pursued without what had come to be seen as unwanted consequences; contraception was not new. But its approval by a Christian body was unheard of. Before the ink of the New Testament was dry, Justin Martyr had written the simple sentence that would never be repudiated and always reiterated: “Christians marry to beget children.” Of course Justin knew that God had loaded this, his first commandment, that we should multiply and fill the earth, with the lure of good pleasure. St Augustine wrote, “I am supposing that although you are not lying with your wife for the sake of procreating offspring, you are not for the sake of lust obstructing their procreation by an evil prayer or an evil deed.” In our creativity mankind had always sought, and imperfectly found, ways to obtain the pleasure of the thing without the natural consequence. Modern technology simply made what had been chancy and difficult easy and ever more effective. For Catholics, and indeed tradition-minded Christians of all kinds, Lambeth 1930 was a shocker, reaching all the way to the Vatican, where Pius x on the last day of the year issued Casti connubii, a letter reiterating the unvarying teaching of the Church.


    But to return to David Mathew. One may notice first what appears to be a gentle regret, rooted in a dislike of standing outside the culture of Great Britain in 1935. But not to worry. What Mathew feared did not happen; most Catholics chose to stand with the general culture. What followed was the collapse of Catholic morality to create a situation in which, statistically, Catholics have torn down the wall that separated them from the general culture, and have done so in the face of the persistent teaching of the Church, most notably by ignoring Humanae vitae. In that document, which reiterates the teaching of every Father who considered the topic from Justin to Pius x, Pope Paul vi outlined two paths. Either accept the traditional teaching of the Church or go down another road. But down that other road, if you consent to the severing of the affective aspects of human sexuality from its generative purpose, you will discover no defense against the evils that will befall. For if the pursuit of pleasure is the obvious, self-legitimizing point, if restraint is deemed irrelevant, indeed anti-social or perhaps unhealthy, human beings will seek pleasure not only intemperately but variously. And you will, one might add along the way, redefine the good for man, repudiating the conviction, as old as Aristotle, that virtue is more than pleasure.


    So the general culture is now more or less completely eroticized; sex for its own dear sake is the sacrament, and the taking and eating of the pill the sacramental, with the consequence that sexual engagement is routinized, homosexuality normalized and a cynical parody of marriage which can have no generative end, no end at all but free-floating affect achieved in violation of the natural language of the body, proposed as a right. The pill was the material cause of the sexual revolution of the sixties, and hence remotely the cause of the feminine flight from the realm of the household, with the consequent destruction of the family, the formation of which was deemed ignoble. Now one in twenty girls become pregnant before twenty, and one fourth of those under twenty-five will contract some sexually transmitted disease. Relations between men and women outside the circles of Catholicism and lingering (but fading) traditional circles have become debased and tawdry. Abortions, most of which are the follow–on program for the failure of contraception, flourish. The Church has not changed, but Christians have, and yes, Catholics, at least for the time being, have as well. The wall was breached as Catholics ran to embrace the world.


    But in the way of irony that history so often exhibits, something else has also happened: the emergence of a minority who persist in following the teaching of the Church, creating the authentic Christian (and human) family, undertaking the burdens that this naturally entails and enjoying the happiness that a good conscience and the life of charity offer. Malcolm Muggeridge wrote that Humanae vitae, promulgated by an embattled pope in the face of the opposition of his own commission, whether it succeeded in its purpose or not, was the noblest teaching of the twentieth-century Church. It was also one promulgation that played a great part in his conversion. Muggeridge knew, as perhaps only those who have not always engaged the principles of Casti connubii can know, that the light that burns at the heart of civilization is the Christian family, with its notes of generous charity and duty well borne. It was, I think, Charles Péguy who wrote that the great witnesses to the faith in the twentieth century would be the fathers of Christian families.


    Critics say that Humanae vitae influences no more than ten percent of Catholic families and, with ill-concealed glee, proclaim this evidence of failure. It is in fact an evident success, enjoyed by those who have chosen not to leap over the glass-crowned wall into the swamps of a culture that, to an extraordinary degree, led down the broad way by technological possibility, has lost its way.
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