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THINGS WORTH DYING FOR
 

CHAPTER 1
 

IF I FORGET THEE, O JERUSALEM
 
“Without memory there is no culture. Without memory there would be no civilization, no society, no future. . . . That is my major preoccupation, memory, the kingdom of memory. I want to protect and enrich that kingdom, glorify that kingdom, and serve it.”
Elie Wiesel
 
At night, looking north along the coast from Jaffa, the Tel Aviv skyline rises out of the sea like a circus of light against a black sky. Termed “the Mediterranean capital of cool” by the New York Times, the city is Israel’s economic and creative nerve center, a brash sibling to its elder brother, Jerusalem, just forty-five miles up the road.
	The average age of Tel Aviv’s populace in 2019 was thirty. A flourishing social life fuels five-star restaurants and hotels. Foreign embassies and government offices dot the streets. High rises of steel and glass shape the horizon.
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	Violent crime is rare. In a region of chronic conflict, the city is remarkably safe. Greater Tel Aviv enjoys one of the highest standards of living in the Middle East.
	Its founders would be proud. They built better than they knew.
	Tel Aviv-Yafo, the city’s full name, began as an empty sand dune and sixty Jewish families. The year was 1909. Tired of the crowding in nearby Jaffa (“Yafo” in Hebrew), the families moved outside the ancient town. They set about creating, from nothing, a modern, self-run Jewish community, the seed of a new Israel. They designed it on a modern urban model. It had proper streets, sanitation, and construction. And their labors took root. Inspired in part by the dream of a revived Jewish nation in the historic Jewish homeland, they committed themselves to building a source of hope for Jews everywhere. After Israel declared independence in 1948, Tel Aviv annexed largely Arab Jaffa in 1950.
	The key to Tel Aviv’s DNA is its pride in a new Israeli identity. It rejects any captivity to the past. Israel’s national Holocaust museum, Yad Vashem, keeps alive the memory of Jewish suffering at the hands of a hostile world, especially in the Shoah. But Tel Aviv is young. It turns itself firmly toward the future.
	The trouble with the future, though, is that it’s tied inescapably to the past. It grows from our choices and actions here and now. The future gestates in the present, and the present is formed by the past. Jaffa, the womb that birthed Israel’s “capital of cool,” is vastly older than
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Tel Aviv. Humans have lived in the place now known as Jaffa for 3,500 years.
	Jonah set sail for Tarshish from Jaffa in his flight from God. Solomon brought cedars from Lebanon through Jaffa’s port in building the First Temple. Peter healed Dorcas in Jaffa and had the vision that convinced him to preach to gentiles. Canaanites, Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Persians, Muslim caliphates, Crusaders, Turks, French, British: All have ruled here. All have disappeared into history. All have added to the weight of the past.
	As in Jaffa, so throughout Israel—or Palestine, or the Holy Land; the name itself is a source of friction. It varies according to how one views this small strip of geography at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa. Trade routes have curved along the coast here for millennia, like arteries feeding the limbs of a body. So too have armies. Sometimes their goal has been wealth; sometimes imperial ambition. But something more precious than gold is in the soil here, especially in Jerusalem. The land is God-haunted, soaked in meaning and often in blood. It is qadosh, the Hebrew word for “other than,” set apart, sacred. Both Jews and Palestinians see this geography as their home. Both have arguable claims. But their political conflict is compounded by a religious history thick with rival notions of purpose and destiny.
	Americans tend to be bad at history. We’re a nation founded as a novus ordo seclorum, a new order of the ages. Israel is different. In Israel, the past is a living force.
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Elie Wiesel, the Nobel laureate, marveled at his people’s— the Jewish people’s—profound “desire to remember. No other people has such an obsession with memory.”1 For Jews, modern Israel incarnates the biblical Promised Land. Jerusalem is Israel’s historic capital and Judaism’s sacred city, immortalized in the longing of Psalm 137: If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither. And the Temple Mount is Jerusalem’s holiest site. Solomon built the First Temple here nine hundred years before Christ. The Babylonians destroyed it in 587 BC. Rebuilt in 516 BC, the Second Temple was enlarged by Herod the Great in the decades before the birth of Jesus. The Romans leveled it in AD 70, during the First Jewish Revolt. They then destroyed the city and exiled its people during a second revolt some sixty years later.
	After AD 70, Jewish religion shifted from temple worship to synagogue. But Jerusalem’s Western Wall—the only surviving remnant of the Second Temple—is a site of constant pilgrimage. To this day, at the heart of the Temple Mount lies a rock known as the Foundation Stone. In Jewish tradition, this rock is where heaven and earth meet. It’s where God began the creation of the world, and where Abraham tried to sacrifice his son. And therein lies a problem, both political and religious. Because the stone sits under the Dome of the Rock.
	Built in AD 691, after the Muslim conquest, the Dome of the Rock is one of Islam’s most sacred sites. Like the Jews, Muslims see the Foundation Stone as the place where God set creation in motion. But they also revere it as the spot where Muhammad began his Night Journey to
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heaven. The Al-Aqsa mosque, also on the Temple Mount, is linked to the same belief. The result of these conflicting claims for the Mount is a chronic state of tension with political implications and no solution.
	And then, of course, there are we Christians.
	The land now ruled by Israel and the Palestinian Authority includes Bethlehem, where Jesus was born; Nazareth, where he grew to adulthood; and all of the towns and villages where he preached, healed, and taught. In Jerusalem he was circumcised as an infant and visited with his family as a child. It’s where he wept over the city, taught in the Temple, and harried the moneychangers. He ate the Last Supper there with his apostles, prayed and suffered arrest in Gethsemane, was judged by Pilate, was scourged and crucified, and died. And in Jerusalem, he rose from the dead.
	Every day of the year, pilgrims choke the city. The Christian population has dwindled here and across the Middle East due to war and persecution. But the Holy Land has a uniquely strong pull on the global Christian community. The pull is so strong that it can trigger a peculiar mental state: Jerusalem syndrome.2 Israeli authorities report about fifty cases each year of visitors who suddenly believe they’re King David, or John the Baptist, or Mary about to give birth to the Messiah. These are aberrations. But the yearning to touch the supernatural, the hunger to be in the presence of the eternal, is buried deep in human nature. Thus the holy sites have been a magnet since the earliest days of the Church. The evidence is everywhere:
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strewn about the land are reminders of the Holy Land’s holy wars—Jewish, Muslim, and finally Christian.
	In 1095, Pope Urban II preached the First Crusade. His goals were simple: to aid the Byzantine Empire; to free the Holy Land from Muslim control; and to protect Christian pilgrims, who were often murdered or enslaved. As the great Cambridge historian Jonathan Riley-Smith noted, motives for joining the Crusade were often a mix of Godly and baser appetites. But the main spirit was intensely religious—for the Crusade’s leaders and faithful, it was an “armed pilgrimage.”3
It’s hard for many moderns to understand the scope of the Crusade enterprise, the sincerity of its purpose, or the sacrifices required. Men walked, starved, and fought their way for four years across three thousand miles of alien terrain and climate, against great odds, to finally retake Jerusalem, Jaffa, and other cities of the Levant in 1099. Warfare of the time involved fierce brutality on all sides. Suffering on the march was intense. Disease was chronic. Confusion and fear were constant. Many thousands died on the way. Few saw any material gain. Most returned home in poor health and penniless. And all risked their lives, at least in part, for things with no monetary value: the remission of sins, the defense of fellow believers, and a passion for their faith and the honor of God.
	Israel, Palestine, the Holy Land: The names differ. The claims differ. They share a present—sometimes glittering, too often painful—that sits atop very different versions of
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the past. But it’s a past oddly uniform in its memories of things worth dying for.
 
In the fall of 2019, just before starting these pages, I turned seventy-five. For bishops in the Catholic Church, that marks retirement age. As canon law requires, I offered my resignation to the Holy Father, Pope Francis.
	It was a curious moment. Maybe endings always are. Socrates once said that the unexamined life is not worth living, and memory is the tool for the task. It’s the diary of our experiences and their lessons. One of the great blessings in my life was to serve, for a time, as bishop of Rapid City, in South Dakota, then Denver, and finally Philadelphia. Each of those communities is a great city. Each lives in my memory. Stepping down from that kind of life-giving work brings with it feelings of both gratitude and nostalgia.
	The good news about turning seventy-five is the time that becomes available for rest and reflection. The notso-good news is what sooner or later comes after it. By a person’s mid-seventies, the road of life in the rearview mirror is a lot longer than the road ahead. A theme like “things worth dying for” takes on some special urgency. As a sardonic friend likes to say, dying is a one-way off-ramp.
	Or that’s one way of looking at it. My own feelings are rather different.
	My dad was a mortician in a small Kansas town. As a
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family, we knew and were known by nearly every other family in the community. Many were warm friends. Home was a good place with a lot of happiness. We lived upstairs from the funeral parlor, and for me, that never seemed strange. As I grew older, I would, on occasion, help my father receive the deceased. In our home, death and all of the complex emotions that surround it were a natural part of living. There was nothing dark about it. Death in the community mirrored the cycle of seasons and farming all around us. I learned early, by seeing very intimately, the beauty and sacredness of life, and also its fragility. I learned that mourning is a good thing. It acknowledges that someone unique and unrepeatable has left the world; a life filled with its own universe of joys, sufferings, and loves has passed; a life once linked vividly to so many others is now sustained only in memory.
	I also learned, from my parents and many others, that death isn’t an end; it’s a beginning. God and his mercy are real.
	Time has a purpose. The meaning of a sentence becomes clear when we put a period at the end of it. The same applies to life. When we talk about things worth dying for, we’re really talking about the things worth living for, the things that give life beauty and meaning. Thinking a little about our mortality puts the world in perspective. It helps us see what matters, and also the foolishness of things that, finally, don’t matter. Your hearse, as my father might say, won’t have a luggage rack.
	Thus this book: less a methodical argument or work of
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scholarship, more a collection of thoughts on a theme that seems to grow in importance along with the years. There are two great temptations that I’ve seen people struggle with over my lifetime. The first is to try to create life’s meaning for themselves, which translates in the end to no meaning at all. The second is to live and die for the wrong meaning, the wrong cause, the wrong purpose. The world is full of disguised and treasonous little gods that demand our full attention and in the end betray our deepest longings. But there is only one god, the God of Israel. And only in him, as Augustine said 1,600 years ago, can our hearts finally rest. So we begin.
	Socrates was one of history’s greatest minds. He’s often seen as the founder of the Western ethical tradition. He said that his philosophizing was best understood as a preparation for dying. It sounds like an odd claim, but it makes perfect sense. He had a passion for truth telling, for the wisdom that comes from it, and for the life of integrity that results. The very word “philosophy” captures his love for truth. It ties philia, the Greek word for “friendshiplove,” to sophia, which means “wisdom.” Socrates didn’t “study” wisdom. He pursued it as the framework of his life. He loved it as a friend.
	Love is demanding. It draws us outside ourselves. The more we love, the greater our willingness to sacrifice. When we know, honestly, what we’re willing to sacrifice for, even to die for, we can see the true nature of our loves. And that tells us who we really are.
	We’re surrounded by examples. Families, at their best,
9
10are an exercise in self-denial for those we love. An extreme and heroic example is the Jewish mothers and fathers during the Holocaust who gave their children away to Christian families to save them. They knew the cost of that sacrifice. To offer a more common example: even with the power of modern medicine, every woman who bears a child puts her life on the line. And raising children always requires sacrifices from parents in time, attention, and resources.
	Instinct obviously plays a big role in the bond between parent and child. When viewed from the outside, this can make the sacrifices in a family seem “easy.” That’s because for most people they come naturally. But it’s also important to note that as religious belief recedes, and communities of faith decline, the individualism at the heart of modern societies becomes more selfish and corrosive. It breaks down even family bonds. It tempts parents to treat their children as ornaments, or, even worse, as burdens. It also saps the ties between grown children and their parents—who, as they age, can often become dependent, and thus a heavy expense in time and resources.
	Another example: Friendship is generally a milder form of love than family, and the notion of dying for a friend might seem remote. But as Jesus himself said, “Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (Jn 15:13). History is full of stories of soldiers who put themselves in harm’s way to save their comrades. And all true friendship requires a readiness to die—if not literally, then in the sense of dying to ourselves, dying to
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our impatience and our reluctance to make sacrifices for others. The willingness to be with our friends when they’re not easily lovable, to accompany them in their neediness or to share in their suffering: this is the test of true friendship.
	Yet another example is the love of honor. The legends and myths of antiquity often hinge on it. In The Iliad, one of history’s great epic poems, Achilles withdraws from the Greek army because its leader, Agamemnon, has offended his honor. For centuries men dueled to the death to defend their honor. Women too struggled to prevent their honor from being violated. Protecting one’s honor is something that untold thousands have been willing to die for.
	“Honor” is a word that can seem theatrical or outdated to the modern ear. But that’s simply a defect of our times. Honor is profoundly important. We expect it from others, and we want it for ourselves. It’s linked to the idea of dignity or integrity. When a man stays faithful to his wife, he honors his wedding covenant and secures the integrity of his marriage. The same goes for our deepest convictions: they also need to be honored. We all have a hunger—even when we fail at it—to live as honorable people, people of principle willing to speak for what we know to be right and true.
	The novels of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn are filled with people who strive to live honorably in the toxic world of Soviet communism. A gulag survivor himself, his work echoes with disgust for cowards and flunkies, and with reverence for persons who honor their consciences even
11
12when doing so risks dying. The settings for his novels are bleak, and today the great murder regimes of the last century are history. Their perils can seem remote. But wickedness, like a virus, has a genius for mutating into new and appealing forms, and Solzhenitsyn’s themes are still instructive. Evil is real, even when it’s masked by soothing words and excellent marketing. Thus it’s always vital to honor our convictions. And doing so usually has a cost.
	We live in a time of vindictive political discourse on matters ranging from sex to the meaning of our national history. Our politics often seems gripped with amnesia about the price in human suffering extracted by the bitter social experiments and poisonous Big Ideas of the last century—always in the name of progress and equality.
	Obviously our courage needs to be guided by prudence. In the early years of Christianity, the faithful suffered waves of persecution. Church Fathers criticized those who were too eager for martyrdom. The account of St. Polycarp’s martyrdom tells us that, at the urging of friends, he initially withdrew from his city to avoid the civic leaders who required Christians to offer sacrifice to pagan gods. Polycarp’s discretion is contrasted with the actions of a man who was foolishly eager to defy the authorities as a show of faith. Polycarp, not the rash man, is advanced as the right model of faith.
	Life—all life, no matter how poor, infirm, unborn, or disabled—is a precious gift. We should never unwisely risk it. The same can be said for professional success, or even just the ordinary good of earning a decent living and
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providing for a family. Avoiding situations that force us to state our convictions can sometimes be the prudent course of action.
	But we need to be careful. The key word in that sentence is “sometimes.” Cowardice is very good at hiding behind prudence. Too often we twist ourselves to suit what we think is approved behavior or thought. We muffle our beliefs to avoid being the targets of contempt. Over time, a legitimate exercise of prudence can degrade into a habit that soils the soul. No person of integrity betrays his or her convictions; mouthing lies we know to be lies murders us inwardly. Even silence, which is sometimes prudent, can poison our integrity if it becomes a standard way to avoid the consequences of what we claim to believe. Jesus urges us to love our neighbor as ourselves. Love can never involve accepting or joining in the evil of others. The selflove proper for a Christian includes the love of personal honor, the kind that comes from living with integrity in a world that would have us betray our convictions.
 
Family, friends, honor, and integrity: these are natural loves. Throughout history, men and women have been willing to live and die for these loves. But as Christians we know that all human loves, like the human instinct for beauty, flow from the Author of love, from the heart of God himself. Thus the highest, purest, supernatural love is love for God as our Creator and Jesus Christ as his Son. For this reason, St. Polycarp, for all his caution and
13
14prudence, eventually did choose martyrdom rather than compromise his Christian faith.
	The issue at hand in these pages is this: Are we really willing to do the same, to follow the example of Polycarp—to be “martyrs” and public witnesses to our faith—and if so, how must we live to prove it? These are serious questions. They’re brutally real. Right now Christians in countries around the world are facing the choice of Jesus Christ or death. The German novelist Martin Mosebach published an account of twenty-one migrant workers in Libya who were kidnapped by Muslim extremists in 2015 and beheaded for their faith.4 Twenty were Coptic Christians from Egypt. One was another African who refused to part from his brothers in the faith.
	The murder of those twenty-one men was captured on video. It’s hard to watch—not just because the act is barbaric but also because, in our hearts, we fear that, faced with the same choice, we might betray our faith to save our lives. Put bluntly, the martyrs, both ancient and modern, frighten us as much as they inspire us. And maybe this makes perfect sense. Maybe it’s a version of the biblical principle that fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. Fear of martyrdom is the start of an honest appraisal of our own spiritual mediocrity.
	So we should ponder this fear more deeply, rather than repressing it, as we so often do.
	The Christian men beheaded on a Libyan beach are not so remote from us. The worry we naturally feel, that we might fail a similar test, is a concrete version of the anxiety
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we rightly feel when we think about coming before the judgment of God. If we’re honest, we know that we’re likely to fail that test too. We’re barely able to live up to the basic demands of the Ten Commandments. Many of us have trouble following even the minimal norms of a Catholic life: regular confession and Mass attendance, kindness to others, and a few minutes of daily prayer. If those simple things are struggles, how can we possibly have the courage to face martyrdom? Or the judgment of a just God?
The Christian faith we share doesn’t deny or excuse our failures. Sin is serious. It separates us from God and requires conversion. The Church calls us to repentance. But in doing so as a mother, she wants us to see that our hope lies not in our own strength but in the unrelenting fidelity of God’s love. As St. Paul says in one of Scripture’s most moving passages, “I am sure that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 8:38–39).
	What I’ve learned looking back on my life is that all of us, in all of our strengths and weaknesses, are powerless to defeat God’s purpose in Jesus Christ. Our flaws, our mistakes, our mediocrity, even our most ingenious acts of self-sabotage—all are impotent to part us from God’s love, if we turn to him with an open and humble heart. For this reason, the martyrs do not bear witness to their
15
16own moral strength as remarkable men and women. They point instead to the relentless love God has for each of us in Jesus Christ. As the Preface for Holy Martyrs reads:
 
For you [God] are glorified when your saints are praised; their very sufferings are but wonders of your might:
In your mercy you give ardor to their faith,
to their endurance you grant firm resolve,
and in their struggle the victory is yours, through Christ our Lord.
	
What that means is this: those who are faithful to God will in turn have his faithfulness at life’s ending, no matter how extreme the test.
	Grace illuminates nature. The supernatural love of God in Jesus Christ that gives courage to the martyrs helps us to better understand the natural loves of family, friends, honor, and integrity. The power of these loves—a power so great that we can live and die to remain true to them— doesn’t come from within. A mother doesn’t conjure love for her child out of her inner emotional resources. The same holds true for friends, honor, and integrity. Love’s power draws us out of ourselves. It comes from what is loved, not the one who loves. Created in the image of God, the unborn child is worthy of a mother’s love. It’s the worthiness of what we love, its lovability, that enables us to sacrifice time, comfort, wealth, success, and even our lives.
	Those of us in the so-called “developed” nations, even
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in the midst of our many challenges, live in an era of stunning wealth. For many of us, the entire globe is open to travel. To a degree unimaginable in earlier ages, many of us can choose our own path in life or even reinvent our identity. As a culture, we seem to float in a fluid world of limitless choice. This can seem like a blessing, but it often turns out to be a curse. That’s because only a life without weight, without substance, can float.
		The most telling feature of our era is that it weakens bonds. It curves us in upon ourselves. It seduces us to live without love. We’re smothered in sweet-sounding slogans like “Love wins” and “Hate has no home here.” But so often these words are merely masks for resentment, weapons in a culture war filled with more poison than honesty. We’re promised celebrity on social media; escape through our products, technologies, and travel; and riches by virtue of professional success. But we’re not really allowed to love. Authentic love turns us away from ourselves and toward the Other. It’s ordered to truth: the truth about human beings, human nature, and Creation. It’s demanding and self-denying. It anchors us to realities that are deeply human, deeply rewarding, and the deepest sources of joy—but also inconvenient and easily seen as burdens.
	It’s a good thing, a vital thing, to ask what we’re willing to die for. What do we love more than life? To even pose that question is an act of rebellion against a loveless age. And to answer it with conviction is to become a revolutionary; the kind of loving revolutionary who—with God’s help—will someday redeem a late-modern West
17
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that can no longer imagine anything worth dying for, and
thus, in the long run, anything worth living for.
	
An archaeologist once quipped that digging in the soil of the Holy Land is as delicate as brain surgery. It can enrich our understanding of the past, and therefore of ourselves. It can also threaten both. The memory of a religion or a people, like the memory of a person, gives shape and purpose to life. The Holy Land is filled with sites revered by three great religions and central to their identities. Some sites have pious tradition for support. Others have hard evidence.
	Over the millennia, the original site of King David’s biblical capital was lost as Jerusalem grew, was destroyed, and grew again. In the late nineteenth century, excavations to search for it began on a ridge just south of the Temple Mount. The location was an Arab neighborhood in East Jerusalem now known as Wadi Hilweh. After Israel took control of East Jerusalem in the Six-Day War, archaeological digs sharply increased. And with them, so did tensions between Arabs and Jews. Today Wadi Hilweh shares its soil uneasily with Israel’s City of David National Park. The site is a treasure trove of Jewish history and a global tourist attraction. Its ancient ruins and artifacts are stunning.
	Even more striking is the work underground. The great Pilgrimage Road that linked the Pool of Siloam, where
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Jewish pilgrims ritually purified themselves, with Herod’s Second Temple was discovered, cleared, and restored. The importance of the find can’t be overstated. This was the main thoroughfare of Jewish worship in Roman times, six hundred meters long and eight meters wide. Jesus walked this road, both as a child and as a man. So did his family. So did his disciples and friends. But these wonderful discoveries also pose a problem. The City of David’s priceless excavations damage the equally precious Arab homes above them. And many Arab families see the project as a threat to their own long religious roots and an effort to “Judaize” their community.
	In a skeptical age, the “Holy” Land can seem like an icon of unholiness—with religion the villain at its root.
	The late British scholar and skeptic J. H. Plumb, like many in his discipline, argued that the historian’s purpose is “to see things [in the past] as they really were.”5 Much of the past, he believed, is framed in fabricated storytelling. Real history is thus “basically destructive.” Celebrated and influential in his time (he died in 2001), Plumb had little use for grand narratives or the claims of any religion. He saw all past systems of belief as mythologies used to justify power and dominate others. For Plumb, history should be liberated from inherited prejudices. It should destroy illusions. As a tool of social science, it should weaken the imagined past with the hard reality of facts, undermining the stories told by earlier generations to interpret the purpose of life in historical terms.
	19
History, he claimed, “is not the past.” Rather:
 
The past is always a created ideology with a purpose, designed to control individuals, or motivate societies, or inspire classes. Nothing has been so corruptly used as concepts of the past. The future of history and historians is to cleanse the story of mankind from those deceiving visons of a purposeful past [that have so often been used for] the subjection and exploitation of men and women, to torture them with fears, or to stifle them with a sense of their own hopelessness. The past has only served the few; perhaps history may serve the multitude.
	20
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And yet, despite his views, Plumb had a grudging respect for the legacy of Jews and Christians. These particular believers “gave a new significance to life.” They trusted in an unfolding human destiny. They worked a revolution in human thought and culture “more dramatic, more farreaching, more absolute, than that experienced by any other great civilization.” Plumb feared that many of his own secular colleagues, in contrast, had taken refuge in the meaninglessness of history. He saw that destroying the coherence of the past could cause a paralysis in social matters. He knew that humans “need a compulsive sense of the value of man’s past,” not only for themselves as persons but also for the world at large.
	In the end, Plumb’s distaste for what he called the “old past” was largely a dislike for the Christian content that filled so much of it with purpose and shaped it so deeply. In its place, he hoped history would “step into its shoes, help to sustain man’s confidence in his destiny, and create for us a new past as true, as exact, as we can make it, that will help us achieve our identity not as Americans or Russians, Chinese or Britons, black or white, rich or poor, but as men.”
 
On the question of how a “basically destructive” tool might build that new destiny, Plumb remained silent.
	
Which brings us to another, more immediate question: What do all these words about memory and the past have to do with you and me? As a historian, Plumb granted, reluctantly, that “the Christian myth dies hard.” He saw that as a problem, as irritating rubble on the road to a better future. But in reality, the “Christian myth” dies hard for a reason.
	Like Plumb, C. S. Lewis in his atheist days felt that all religions were essentially myths about who we are and why we’re here. For Lewis, all myths were lies—at their best, beautiful lies “breathed through silver.”6 It was his friend and fellow scholar J. R. R. Tolkien who showed him that truth exists whether we like it or not, that truth is always more than a bare collection of facts, that myths can sometimes be true, and that one very particular myth actually happened and was Truth incarnate.
	Jesus of Nazareth really did live. He was a man in history, a man of flesh and blood, not a legend but vastly more than one. He preached and taught and healed in the land we call “holy,” just as the Gospels say he did. He
21
22really was the Christos, the Anointed One, the Messiah. He really did suffer and die and rise for us. And the proof is the fire he left in the hearts of those who knew him, a passion that reworked the course of the world. When he took Jerusalem’s Pilgrimage Road for the last time, riding a donkey and cheered by a mob, Jesus knew the malice, betrayal, and crucifixion that awaited him. He knew that some in the same mob would very soon call for his death. Many others would see no meaning in his sacrifice. And yet he still gave his life for us, out of love for us. In the mind of Jesus, we—despite ourselves, despite our failures, despite the confused creatures we so often are—were worth dying for.
	And since that’s so, and if we mean what we say when we call ourselves Christians, surely we can at least try to live and die for others.
	If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither. The French mystic Simone Weil once said that “the destruction of the past is perhaps the greatest of all crimes.”7 Along with all of its achievements, the world we’ve built ensnares us today in a permanent present, a narcotic cocoon of distractions and appetites, here and now. It erases our past. It makes us forget. It steals the memory of who we are as Christians and why we’re in the world.
	St. Paul tells us that “God did not give us a spirit of timidity but a spirit of power and love and self-control. Do not be ashamed then of testifying to our Lord . . . but take your share of suffering for the Gospel in the power of God” (2 Tim 1:7–8). As Christians, we have a future
22
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because we have a purpose and a destiny beyond ourselves, a mission passed down to us to renew the face of the earth with God’s love through the Gospel of Jesus Christ. We need to reclaim those gifts—each of us in our own lives as individuals, and together as a Church. And this means that as believers we can expect a difficult road in the years ahead on a whole range of issues. There can be no concordat between the Christian understanding of human identity, dignity, and sexuality and the contempt directed at our beliefs by so much of our emerging culture. The world and its hatreds won’t allow it.
	The structure of the pages ahead is simple.
	Chapter 2 speaks to how we should think about death and the verdict it passes on the lives we live. Chapter 3 examines the culture we have now—a culture of irony soured into cynicism, a culture of deriding and refusing the questions that death raises, and the desert of meaning that results. Chapter 4 is about the Author of our lives, the true God and our source of meaning, and our chronic temptation to evade him. Chapters 5 through 8 examine the things—sometimes ennobling, sometimes idolatrous—that so many of us consider worth living for and dying for: nation, ideas and ideologies, family and loved ones, and the Church herself. Chapter 9 speaks to the nature of our earthly pilgrimage and the “four last things” we each inevitably face. And an afterword reflects on friendship: friendship with God and friendship with each other—the essence of Christian life, and a foretaste of the life to come.
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My thoughts these days often turn to the author and scholar J. R. R. Tolkien. The drama of the Christian story shaped everything Tolkien wrote; the intensity of his Catholic faith grounded his entire life and genius. Near the end of The Two Towers, the second volume of Tolkien’s great Lord of the Rings trilogy, Samwise Gamgee says, “The great tales never end, do they, Mr. Frodo?” And Frodo answers, “No, they never end as tales, but the people in them come and go as their part’s ended.”8
At seventy-five, my part in the tale is ending. But the Church, her mission, and the Christian story we all share: these go on. And so the greatest blessing I can wish for those who might one day read these words is that you take up your part in the tale with all the energy and fire in your hearts. Because it’s a life worth living.
	

CHAPTER 2
 

GENTLE, INTO THAT GOOD NIGHT
 
 
“And he will guide them to springs of living water; and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”
Revelation 7:17
 
It’s one thing to talk bravely about “things worth dying for.” But as the 2020 coronavirus showed with brutal clarity, it’s quite another to think seriously about what dying involves, why we need to die at all, and what if anything comes after the moment that we all eventually face: our own death.
	The poet Dylan Thomas, who himself died young, spoke for the human species when he penned the lines, Do not go gentle into that good night / Old age should burn and rave at close of day; / Rage, rage against the dying of the light. Death is humanity’s great mystery. Nobody of sound mind and in decent health wants to die. And yet we must.
	My friends who are doctors and nurses deal with the
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deaths of their patients in different and curious ways. Some turn to God, others to dark humor. Many grow an emotional shell. It’s understandable: They’re trained to restore health and extend life. But in the end, life is finite. Even when they succeed, they merely push the inevitable a little further down the road. The endgame is always, and often palpably, in the background of their efforts.
	Priests are even more acquainted with death. We’re free of the burden to heal bodies, but the emotional weight of reaching out to souls gripped in the end by fear or anger, regret or bitterness, can be just as heavy. We counsel the dying, listen to and forgive their sins, bury the dead, and comfort surviving family and friends. We do it, moreover, as one of the central tasks of our vocation. In half a century of priesthood, I’ve celebrated hundreds of funerals and burials. Without prayer, even something as sacred as consigning a person to God can become, for the priest, a routine drained of meaning—until it strikes close to the heart. The familiarity of routine is no vaccine against sorrow when death comes for persons near to the priest himself. In the decades since my ordination, I’ve been present for four deaths. One was that of my closest friend. Another was my mother’s. Both were moments of beauty. And both were intense experiences of loss.
	In death’s shadow, the idea that we own our own bodies and selves and command the course of our lives is, as the devil Screwtape would say, “equally funny in heaven and in hell.”1 So a little sober thought about the unthinkable is in order.
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Human beings are, by nature, “subcreators.” It’s the word Tolkien used to describe how people take part in God’s creative power. What we build, or “subcreate,” expresses our concerns. For many centuries, man’s grandest buildings were tombs and temples. A civilization’s main concern was honoring its gods or its dead, or both. Athens revered the goddess Athena, and so the greatest edifice we find in Athens is the Parthenon. The same principle held in Christian cultures. Aside from a royal palace, a city’s greatest building was usually its patronal church or cathedral, the palace of Christ the King and the sanctuary of his mother and the saints.
	Cities honored the dead in a similar way. The Vatican’s Scavi tour passes through an underground Roman cemetery, down an ancient street of tombs. In effect, the Roman elite built a city of the dead that mirrored the world of the living. Great pagan rulers built huge tombs as homes for the afterlife and to glorify themselves in the eyes of their descendants. Egypt’s pyramids are monuments of a culture obsessed with death. Egyptian royals commissioned lengthy books with incantations to protect the dead from demons. They filled their tombs with food and treasure, even burying slaves alive, to prepare their entry into the life to come.
	Cities today are different. We can build higher, faster, and more lavishly than any civilization before us. But the signature buildings and public spaces in New York or Shanghai have a different purpose. Our temples of glass and steel are full of stores, office space, and elegant
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28restaurants. Our focus isn’t divinity. Nor is it our dead ancestors. Our primary concerns are work and play, getting more money and spending it. We avoid dwelling on death, or the afterlife, or the dead themselves. We prefer to ignore them.
	Comparing our public monuments that commemorate the dead tells the story. London’s Cenotaph memorial, built a century ago, honors those who died fighting in the bloodbath of World War I. It’s a tall, austere coffin hewn from stone, decorated with a wreath. It rises toward the sky, a somber acknowledgment of the dead, and it calls us, the living, to remembrance and reflection. In contrast, New York’s 9/11 Memorial is two square waterfalls occupying the space where the World Trade towers once stood. Their water disappears into a black square whose depth we cannot see. The Cenotaph points to something above. The 9/11 Memorial, for all its solemn, striking beauty, hints at the deep ambiguity of the grave.
	The Cenotaph and memorials of antiquity have meanings rooted in religious belief or honor codes of the past. Today, as we noted earlier, the word “honor” and its duties can taste like dust on the tongue. We flee the constraints of tradition. We make our own meaning. We create our own significance—or we try to. Many people choose to have their ashes strewn in a place which they alone find meaningful; they simply scatter into the carbon of an uninterested world. They leave no trace or memorial of their loves, their joys and sorrows, or their lives. Thus it’s hardly a surprise that in 2019, Washington State legalized
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human composting as a green alternative to burial and cremation. And to help the process along, a company called Recompose hopes to speed up the natural course of body decomposition. “We know a lot about the process,” CEO Katrina Spade said, “because we’re not so different from livestock really, but it had never been proven with humans.”2
In a sense, of course, this is true: humans decompose like other mammals. But trends like human composting suggest that our efforts at making our own meaning have taken an odd turn. Again, this shouldn’t surprise us. As Pope Benedict XVI once observed:
 
Meaning is the bread on which man, in the intrinsically human part of his being, subsists. . . . But meaning is not derived from knowledge. To try to manufacture it in this way, that is, out of the provable knowledge of what can be made, would resemble Baron Munchhausen’s absurd attempt to pull himself up out of the bog by his own hair. . . . Meaning that is self-made is, in the last analysis, no meaning. Meaning—that is, the ground on which our existence as a totality can stand and live—cannot be made but only received.3
 
The churches and tombs of the past marked how we know who we are, and they pointed to a transcendent source of our moral compass. They were symbols of the faith and inherited wisdom that bound us, the authorities to which we owed obedience and love. Refusing those
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sources of meaning only quickens our flight from facing the reality of death. Death exposes the emptiness of our work at self-made meaning. In the end, erasing ourselves from the memory of others has a curious kind of logic if our lives really have no purpose, if we’re just a more advanced form of cattle.
	Hans Jonas was a Jewish philosopher who searched for the good and true after the tragedy of Auschwitz. He noted that humans have three artifacts that set them apart from all other animals: the tool, the image, and the grave. No other species buries or remembers its dead as we do. The grave is a uniquely human fact; it reminds us that we’re not like other animals. Thus, repudiating the grave implicitly denies our distinctive humanity by denying one of its most important markers.
	The grave also underscores two other human qualities. First, as Jonas said, “among all beings, man is the only one who knows that he must die.” Cows and cats may fear danger, but they don’t know that they will die. Second, while we know we must die, we also hope to defy mortality. Our graves point to an unseen and immaterial purpose, to something that declares that death will not have the final word. Our graves show that man is an animal of thought and spirit who “raises his thinking to the realm of the invisible.” In the words of Jonas, “Metaphysics arises from graves.”4
Knowledge of death may be uniquely human. But death marks all living creatures. Life depends on the world around it and its contingencies. It can end, and often does,
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due to factors beyond our control. “Life, in other words, carries death within itself,” Jonas observes. “Being has become a task rather than a given state, a possibility ever to be realized anew in opposition to its ever-present contrary, not-being, which inevitably will engulf it in the end.”5
We all fear the fading of youth and the approach of death. We also know that we can’t escape them. How a culture deals with death reveals how it thinks about the meaning of life and the nature of the human person. We humans die, but in dying we transcend the cage of the material world and its clock. Death touches every life with a sense of tragedy but also the chance for nobility. Denying it, refusing to face it, or draining it of its meaning steals something profoundly human from life.
	
The prospect of losing life is bitter, but also moving. It can sharpen our awareness of beauty and intensify our loves. There are good reasons to fear death: the pain of possible suffering, the loss of loves and friendships, the finality of our own insignificance, and the plausibility that nothing at all comes next. All of this seems to undermine any meaning to life. But for those who believe, Jesus Christ has made death into the gateway to eternal life with God. The Resurrection clarifies the meaning of life, and therefore the meaning of death. It teaches us that appropriate fear, ruled by appropriate hope, is the nature of a good life. The path to death should be one of trust and abandonment.
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32Scripture has much to say about death. Genesis begins with the creation of the world as an overflowing of God’s goodness. According to various Christian theologians, death was a natural part of the world even before the Fall, at least for lower forms of life.6 But before the arrival of sin, man and woman ruled peacefully over creation and lived in communion with God and one another. God commanded that they might eat of every tree in the garden except for the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, “for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen 2:17).
	We know the rest of the story. Adam and Eve ate of the tree at the urging of the serpent. Their eyes were opened to their nakedness. Their desire to be like God led to a rupture in their relationship with him, between themselves, and with the rest of creation. And while they did not die immediately, God declared that they would return to the earth out of which they were formed: “[For] you are dust, and to dust you shall return” (Gen 3:19).
	On the one hand, death is simply the punishment for humanity’s sin. Genesis sees death as an evil, alien to human nature and not part of God’s intended plan. Originally, our soul and body worked in harmony with God’s will. When we chose to sin, our wills became disordered; this disorder was mirrored in our bodies, leading to corruption and decay.7 On the other hand, God can take human disobedience and use it to bring about new, good things.
	That becomes clear in Christ’s resurrection. But many who lived before Jesus’s time had a different view. In the
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Old Testament, death was seen as the natural human end, but never as a blessing or something good.8 The Israelites hoped for a long, distinguished life, a life with comforts and many children to carry on the family name and bury the deceased. A premature death, without children or a proper burial, was a dreadful fate. But even a long and rich life was lived in death’s cold shadow. As the book of Ecclesiastes says, “If a man begets a hundred children, and lives many years; so that the days of his years are many, but he does not enjoy life’s good things, and also has no burial, I say that an untimely birth [i.e., a stillborn child] is better off than he” (Eccles 6:3). Death was a grim inevitability.
	In the Psalms too we see how the early Jews viewed death and the way it shaped their relationship with God. They believed that the dead were consigned to Sheol, or “the Pit,” a place of shadow. God’s power was present in Sheol, but the dead had no intimate relationship with him.
	The Psalmists are clear that the dead in Sheol are not living in divine light. Their lot is something much less than life on earth. When the Psalmist is in peril, he cries out: “For my soul is full of troubles, and my life draws near to Sheol. I am reckoned among those who go down to the Pit; I am a man who has no strength, like one forsaken among the dead, like the slain that lie in the grave, like those whom you remember no more, for they are cut off from your hand. You have put me in the depths of the Pit, in the regions dark and deep” (Ps 88:3–6).
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34Most tellingly, the dead don’t perform the greatest of all human activities: worship. They do not praise God. Psalm 115 makes this clear: “The dead do not praise the Lord, nor do any that go down into silence” (115:17). Psalm 6 does the same: “Turn, O Lord, save my life; deliver me for the sake of your merciful love. For in death there is no remembrance of you; in Sheol who can give you praise?” (6:4–5).
	The Old Testament is filled with appeals against death based on this same premise: God should save me from death, so that I can praise him in this life. The prophet Isaiah writes that God has held back his life from the pit of destruction because “Sheol cannot thank you, death cannot praise you; those who go down to the Pit cannot hope for your faithfulness. The living, the living, he thanks you, as I do this day” (Is 38:18–19). And the Psalmist cries out: “To you, O Lord, I cried, and to the Lord I made supplication: ‘What profit is there in my death, if I go down to the Pit? Will the dust praise you? Will it tell of your faithfulness? Hear, O Lord, and be gracious to me! O Lord, be my helper!’” (Ps 30:8–10).
	The Psalms, for all their beauty, are a bracing tonic. Without the hope of resurrection, death offers no comfort, even for those who love God.
	The book of Ecclesiastes, probably written during the time of the Persian Empire, has similar themes. This was a period of great economic activity fueled by the introduction of standard money. Money became a commodity,
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something people desired for its own sake. More people had more access to wealth, but at greater economic risk. A volatile economy led to insecurity. People worked hard to get ahead, but they also knew the fragility of their world. Ecclesiastes is a reflection on our futile attempts to control life in the face of uncertainty—especially the greatest uncertainty, death.9
For the author of Ecclesiastes, everything is vanity. Life is a chasing after the wind. Death is inevitable: “Everything before them [the righteous and wise] is vanity, since one fate comes to all, to the righteous and the wicked, to the good and the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to him who sacrifices and him who does not sacrifice. As is the good man, so is the sinner; and he who swears is as he who shuns an oath. This is an evil in all that is done under the sun, that one fate comes to all” (Eccles 9:1–3).
	Enjoy your life now, the author urges; eat bread and drink wine: “Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life which [God] has given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun. Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might; for there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going” (Eccles 9:9–10). Given the hardness of its words, Ecclesiastes can easily sound like an invitation to despair. But dismissing it would be a mistake. We need to read Scripture canonically, each book as part of the whole, unfolding Word of God, each book illuminated by the
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36others. Ecclesiastes shows us what earthly striving looks
like without the hope of resurrection.
 
Of course, death and Sheol are not the only story that the Old Testament tells. As Harvard scholars Kevin J. Madigan and Jon D. Levenson observe, a tension exists between two competing theological ideas in the Old Testament. One idea sees Sheol as the last stop for all men and women. It’s a notion that fits well with the pagan cultures surrounding ancient Israel, cultures that saw human destiny as one of dominant gloom. The other idea contrasts those who go to Sheol with others who die blessed, like Abraham, Moses, and Job.10
Indeed, the Old Testament speaks of God swallowing up death forever (Is 25:8) and raising up people from Sheol (1 Sam 2:6). The prophet Isaiah says that the dead do not live, but then he writes: “Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise. O dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for joy! For your dew is a dew of light, and on the land of the shades you will let it fall” (Is 26:19). And the book of Daniel speaks of the dead awakening, “some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. And those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the firmament, and those who turn many to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever” (Dan 12:2–3).
	This is the opposite of what we find in Ecclesiastes, where the wise and wicked alike share the same end. So what’s going on? As Madigan and Levenson powerfully
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suggest, we can see in the Old Testament how Israel comes to understand, more and more deeply, what it means that God is victorious over death:
 
What has happened with the biblical Sheol, it seems to us, is that the affirmation of faith in the omnipotent and rescuing God of Israel, against whom not even the most formidable of enemies can ultimately stand, has collided with the brute fact of death, with all the negative denotations that death generally had in Mesopotamia and Canaan. Something had to give. What gave was not the faith in the limitless power of the Rock of Israel and their redeemer. What gave was death.11
 
If Israel’s early view was that all men end up in Sheol, a different view emerges in the quoted passage from Daniel. A final judgment will take place. The good person will be rewarded and the wicked punished. This belief was held by many by the time of Jesus’s birth.
	Throughout his ministry, Jesus healed the sick. This was a sign of his mercy and his role as Messiah. But it was also a symbol of resurrection. For us, a sharp break exists between life and death. Many ancient Israelites thought that the break existed, instead, between a healthy, successful life and a life marked by hardships. Today we see the sick as a subset of the living. The Israelites often saw them as a subset of the dead. Per Madigan and Levenson: “The Psalmists [saw] illness as continuous with death and thought of the reversal of illness as so miraculous as to be
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38in the nature of a return to life, an exodus from Sheol.”12 Jesus’s healing miracles are thus “mini-resurrections,” foretastes of the ultimate power he will exercise over life and death.
	We see that power when Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead. This story is famous for many reasons, among them the shortest verse in the Bible: “Jesus wept” (Jn 11:35). At first glance, this weeping seems to make no sense. Jesus loved Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, but he quite deliberately chose to wait two days before going to the tomb. He knew that Lazarus was dead. Yet he delayed, because he would use his friend’s death as an occasion to show his power over the tomb and decay. Death is still, nonetheless, the main tragedy of the human condition, and Jesus shows us the proper response before it: deep sorrow. God became man, and when he confronted death, he wept.
	Jesus’s confrontation with death grows as he approaches his own crucifixion. Sorrow is compounded with trepidation as he prays in the Garden of Gethsemane. “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death,” he told his disciples (Mt 26:38). The Gospel of Matthew has Christ twice pray that the suffering he’s about to undergo might pass from him, “nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will” (Mt 26:39). In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, for this reason I have come to this hour. Father, glorify your name” (Jn 12:27–28).
	Benedict XVI notes that this passage from the Gospel
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of John goes beyond the sorrow that Jesus felt at the death of Lazarus. He writes: “In this way John is clearly indicating the primordial fear of created nature in the face of imminent death, and yet there is more: the particular horror felt by him who is Life itself before the abyss of the full power of destruction, evil, and enmity with God that is now unleashed upon him, that he now takes directly upon himself, or rather into himself, to the point that he is ‘made to be sin’ (cf. 2 Cor 5:21).”13
The death of Jesus is the moment when Life itself enters into death. Then it emerges victorious. Traditional Resurrection icons show Jesus not bursting forth from an empty tomb but “descending into hell,” in the words of the Apostles’ Creed—into the realm of death, into Sheol. Jesus has ripped the doors off the hinges and pulls Adam and Eve out of their prison. The ground is littered with keys and shattered locks in the background. This is nothing like the raising of Lazarus. It’s something altogether new.
	As Benedict puts it:
 
Jesus’ resurrection was about breaking out into an entirely new form of love, into a life that is no longer subject to the law of dying and becoming, but lies beyond it—a life that opens up a new dimension of human existence. Therefore the resurrection of Jesus is not an isolated event that we could set aside as something limited to the past. . . . [Rather,] a new possibility of human existence is attained that affects everyone and that opens up a future, a new kind of future, for mankind.14
 
The early Christian community marveled over what this new future entailed. The truth was, and is, simple but radical. Those who have been baptized into Jesus Christ, who are now part of his body, share in his death and resurrection. Jesus has “abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel” (2 Tim 1:10). Christ is now the Lord of the living and the dead (Rom 14:9), who holds the keys to death and Hades (Rev 1:18).
	St. Paul was perhaps the greatest expositor of the Resurrection’s meaning. He gives us the enduring tension in Christian faith regarding death. At the end of time, death will be crushed completely when Christ puts all his enemies under his feet: “The last enemy to be destroyed is death” (1 Cor 15:26). Death remains an evil and our enemy, a bitter source of sorrow and lamentation. And yet, because we share in Christ’s resurrection, death is now the door through which we pass to a more intimate union with God. Thus Paul can also say that “For me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” To depart this life and to be with Christ is a blessing (Phil 1:21–23).
	
Ancient civilizations and today’s secular societies, as we’ve seen, offer us two extremes in responding to death. Ancient societies understood death and ritualized it, sometimes brutally, as part of a rhythm of Creation mandated
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by the gods. Loss and suffering were bitter. They couldn’t be avoided. But they belonged to a heavenly design shared by and governing all, a design that was ultimately, in some sense, satisfying.
	Modern societies are very different. In their liberal form, they’re mute on any transcendent meaning to life. Thus they’re silent about the meaning of death, beyond a nod to the grieving and an admission that it’s sad. They do this in the name of respecting the diversity of individual beliefs. But the effect is to undermine the bonds of community by diminishing the gravity of a universally shared and intense experience. It thus cripples any shared sense of purpose that might rightly require a person to sacrifice in society’s service.
	The root of that word “sacrifice” is telling. It derives from the Latin words sacrum facere—to make sacred; to set aside as holy. A culture that dismisses (or worse, derides) the holy and ignores the sacred has very little license to ask any sacrifice from anyone.
	The Bible is clear that death is an evil. Without the prospect of God’s redemption, death is a source of terror and a temptation to despair. In Gerard Manley Hopkins’s phrase, “It is the greatest of earthly evils. It robs us of our all.”15 But in the resurrection of Jesus, death has new meaning. Our Christian faith reminds us that we die like other animals, but we’re also much more than other animals. It teaches us to erect and reverence graves. It tells us to remember, mourn, and pray for the dead. It counsels us to be mindful of our own deaths—in Latin, memento
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mori; roughly, “remember you must die”—and to live our lives in light of their end. But it also gives us hope for life beyond the grave.
	The memento mori tradition has a long history in Christian thought. But it’s useful first to see it in context. Long before the birth of Jesus, many philosophers had already seen that the pagan myths about gods and goddesses were false. So were popular nightmares about death. The Roman scholar and statesman Cicero, in his Tusculan Disputations, argued that death is not an evil. Terrors of the underworld are fictions, he wrote. There are two possible outcomes in death. If the soul is immortal, as most human cultures seemed to hold and most philosophers believed, then death is a deliverance from the burdens of the material world. But if the soul is merely mortal, then it dies with the body. There can be no suffering in an afterlife that doesn’t exist. This would make death not a horror but, rather, the moment when we’re
finally freed from evil altogether.16
Since death delivers us, Cicero stressed, we shouldn’t fear it. We might even long for it:
 
For if [our] final day brings not annihilation but a change of place, what more can be wished for? But if, on the other hand, [it] brings total destruction and obliteration, what can be better than to fall asleep in the midst of the toils of life and so, closing one’s eyes, be lulled into everlasting slumber? . . . [If death] seems a sentence delivered by God that we depart from life, let us obey joyfully and thankfully and consider that we are being set free from prison and loosed from our chains, in order that we may pass on our way to the eternal home which is clearly ours, or else be free of all sensation and trouble.17
 
This kind of thinking, though it sounds mild, is unhappily cold comfort.18 It makes death the end of something bad, not the dawn of something good. Death may loosen our chains. But the reality and nature of an afterlife are, at best, ambiguous.
	The Gospel offers us vastly more. Christians believe that death is not just the end of pain but the beginning of an endless joy, not just the loosening of burdens but a new start of endless intimacy with a loving God. Compare Cicero’s words to these from Dom Philippe Dupont, abbot of the Abbey of Solesmes, in France: “In a monastery, we do not cry for the dead. That must not be seen as a lack of feeling on our part. We know where our brothers are going. The burials [of our brother monks] are always joyful. Our existence must be a novitiate for eternity. The entire liturgical life of a monk prepares him for the final hours.”19
Cicero argued eloquently about death but claimed no certainty about an afterlife. The monks of Solesmes meet death with the confidence of faith. Their hope in the Resurrection is not just positive thinking or clever self-delusion. It’s an unshakable rock on which they can stand, in good times, yes, but even more so in the midst
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44of suffering. Their lives are an ongoing preparation for death.
	The journalist Nicolas Diat visited the great monasteries of France, including Solesmes, to talk with monks about death in their communities. Diat observed that, for the monks, death isn’t just an event we undergo; it’s a path to walk and help others to walk. Too often today, many of us do not know how to die. The sacred sense of passage our culture once attached to death no longer exists, but our fear and anxiety have never been stronger.20 The monks whom Diat spoke with know how to die.
	Diat tells the story of one Brother Vincent, a young monk at Lagrasse Abbey, who died of multiple sclerosis. “The more he advanced toward God, the less his brothers understood him,” Diat writes. “He had become transparent.”21 The hardship of the man’s suffering moved the community deeply. It became a heavy cross for him and his brothers to bear. Nevertheless, Brother Vincent met death in a spirit of abandonment. “I gave everything to Jesus,” he said. “He has taken everything. I thank him.”22
Diat notes that when a monk like Brother Vincent suffers too much, he can no longer sustain the effort of prayer as he once did: “In these moments, a mysterious alchemy is created; the patient is picked up by the flow of the prayers of the other monks. The man who is going to die can no longer row the boat, but he goes forward with his brothers.”23
When death approaches, monks are there to help and encourage a dying brother. But death isn’t something alien
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to them. They prepare for it every day of their shared religious life. Brother Philippe, the infirmarian at Cîteaux, told Diat that thinking properly about death is far from morbid. Rather, it enables us to understand the meaning of life: “Real life is not on earth. Every day, we must prepare to die.”24 Dom Innocent, a Carthusian monk at the Grande Chartreuse monastery, observed that we are born to meet God and that monks desire this most of all: “A monk has given his life to God, and he has never met him. It is normal for him to be impatient to see him.”25 This impatience allows many monks to meet death with peace. They’re not eager for death itself but for what lies beyond it. That requires mature faith and hope, nourished over time with prayer and practice. These allow the soul to rest confidently in God’s love, even at the end of life.
	A prayer to Mary, the mother of Jesus and our mother, by Father Jérôme, a monk of the Abbey of Our Lady of Sept-Fons, captures this hope-filled faith beautifully:
 
During my life you have held me by the hand, O my Mother. Could it be that at this hour I feel your fingers loosen and your hand let go of me? Certainly not! If your sovereign hand were leaving my hand, it would undoubtedly be to take a fold of your mantle and cover me with it, Mother of my long journey and Mother at my ultimate moment, yes, wrap me in the fall of your mantle during this short moment, after which, sure of having passed through the gate, I will suddenly let go, to make you hear my laughter. The laughter of a child, who laughs, who laughs, because, with the help of his
Mother, he has achieved all.26
 
This kind of trust and abandonment is the great hallmark of the Christian response to death. Yes, death is a sorrow and an evil. Jesus wept before it, and so can we. But Jesus also overcame it. By faith in him, we can live out our lives in the shadow of death, knowing that a dawn follows, striving to use well the time God has given us, and hungry for union with him in heaven. As the American priest and public intellectual Richard John Neuhaus said at the end of his life, “The entirety of our prayer is ‘Your will be done’—not as a note of resignation but of desire beyond expression.”27
46
 

CHAPTER 3
 

THE WATERS OF CASABLANCA
 
“Irony is just honesty with the volume cranked up.”
George Saunders
 
Writing amid the countrywide turmoil that followed the May 2020 racially charged killing of George Floyd by Minneapolis police, a columnist noted the hatreds and hopelessness of America’s “new nihilism” and claimed that “this is not 1968. It’s worse.”1 Given the fierce social divisions that marked the Civil Rights and Vietnam era—years I remember vividly, while I studied for the priesthood—it was a tall claim. But not a foolish one. I would only add that our nihilism is not new. It’s been ripening for decades, and for reasons that warrant some thought. We’re not the nation we once were.
	I grew up in flyover country, otherwise known as Kansas. Concordia, my hometown, sits on the southern side of the Republican River in the Smoky Hills region of the Great
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48Plains. North central Kansas is a very long way from the coasts, and not merely in miles. This is farm country. It always has been. The land is green and fertile. The air is clean. Life takes place on a human scale.
	In 1944, the year I was born, the town had a newspaper and about 6,500 souls, the largest concentration of people and their stories for many miles around. Camp Concordia, just north of town, still held about 4,000 German prisoners of war, mostly from the fighting in Africa. Life in the camp was easy. Escape attempts were few; there was, after all, no place to go. The prisoners worked on Concordia’s outlying farms, and relations with locals were generally good. Friendships were made that lasted for decades after the war. It was that kind of world, a world where the pronoun “we” had more weight than “I.”
We were an ordinary family. I don’t remember which of my parents had a bigger role in shaping my beliefs as a child. Both my mother and my father were strong examples of Catholic faith. As I look back on them, I’m astonished at how much they knew about the faith and how well they knew their catechism, even though neither had a university education. My mother trained as a nurse, but she didn’t have a college degree. My father trained as a mortician and embalmer, and he had certificates for that from embalming school, but nothing more.
	Religion was central to our family, and not merely as a set of rules. It was the anchor of the life we shared. My father came from a family of fourteen. Two of his siblings were Sisters of St. Joseph. My mother came from a
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family of eight. Both of her parents died before she was fifteen years old. She was sent to a boarding school, and then she was on her own. We had good relationships with her family, and with my father’s. Concordia had a heavy French and Canadian Catholic presence. We went to Mass together every Sunday and confession together every two weeks. We prayed the rosary almost daily when I was very young. And my parents sent all of us—I’m one of three children—to the town’s Catholic school.
	The thing I remember most about home was my father kneeling at his bed every morning and every evening, and my mother praying her devotionals every day with the prayer book she carried along with her rosary. Faith was a regular part of our routine. Like the land and the seasons, there was nothing artificial about it. On a summer Kansas evening, alone with a sky like the vault of heaven, and stars whose beauty seemed to cancel gravity, a child’s imagination could run free. The sacramental, the supernatural, the wondrous and mysterious: for me, these were intimately real.
	From my parents I learned how to love. They also taught me the difference between right and wrong, and that we’re in the world not as critics or spectators but as main actors in the greatest of stories. Like it or not, we matter, and so do our actions. What we do or don’t do has consequences—in this world and beyond it. As a result, the notion that a human being, with all of his or her irreplaceable emotions and thoughts, is simply a mix of chemicals that finally runs out of energy has always struck me as implausible, a disguised form of resentment for the messiness and seriousness of life.
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50We thirst for something more. The dignity of our intellects and our connections with other people, the love we freely give and receive, and the experiences of God that so many of us have: all these things point to a meaning beyond this world. They teach us that human beings are immortal in a very real, personal, and particular way, and not just as a matter of family memory or poetic imagination or being absorbed somehow back into the universe. Whatever the outcome of our journey here on earth might be, each of us is forever.
	Flyover country, it turns out, had the space and the quiet for such thinking. My parents filled both with the food and water of the mind: books. As a child, I’d wander off, again and again, into the world of a book. My mother would struggle to get my attention. The imagination of other people, their skill at creating entire worlds different from my own, took part in some mysterious way in God’s own authorship, and the stories always absorbed me—which is why I also loved movies, all kinds of movies, from a very early age.
	I’ve seen hundreds of films, some of them two or three times. For me the best films, like the best novels, hinge on the characters, their choices under pressure or in the heat of conflict, and the consequences that follow. Choices always have a cost. In choosing one course of action, we close off all other courses, sometimes at great expense. How characters handle those choices and costs is the stuff of drama. It’s also the stuff of life. My own favorite movies tend toward stories like A Man for All Seasons, The Exorcist, and The
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Silence of the Lambs. But most people, being laypeople, are either married, or want someday to be married, or at least hope at some point to meet a romantic soulmate. So they have a special taste for love stories. And very few love stories in film come close to the power of Casablanca.
	Made in 1942, amid the Second World War, Casablanca is, to quote too many reviewers to count, “the greatest Hollywood movie of all time.” Set in Casablanca, in Vichy France–controlled Morocco, it’s the story of Rick Blaine (Humphrey Bogart). Once an idealist and a daring gun smuggler for antifascist freedom fighters, Rick is now a burned-out cynic nursing a secret wound. He runs an upscale nightclub for stranded foreign refugees while verbally fencing, in a friendly way, with the charming and hypocritical chief of police, Captain Louis Renault (Claude Rains). Into the nightclub one evening walks Ilsa Lund (Ingrid Bergman). Ilsa is the woman Rick once passionately loved; the woman who left him abruptly, without explanation, for a husband (played by Paul Henreid) she’d never told him about. The husband character, Viktor Laszlo, is a famous resistance leader. He and Ilsa are on the run from the Nazis; they need Rick’s help to flee Casablanca. The rest is movie history.
	Filmmakers often describe their work as a “cathedral art.” Like a medieval cathedral, a film is only as good as its many different craftsmen: writers, producer, director, cameramen, editor, actors, set designer, and others. Any one of them can ruin the product. This is what makes the near perfection of Casablanca so miraculous.
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52Making the film was a chaos of ambiguities, imperfections, and above all, ironies.2 Neither Bogart nor Bergman was a big star. Their on-set chemistry was cordial, but not close. Bogart was short and had to stand on a box for romantic scenes with his costar. The writers were rarely more than a day or two ahead of the shooting schedule. And the writers themselves didn’t know how to end the story until the last few days of the production. The iconic final scene between Bogart and Rains—“Louis, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship”—was shot as an afterthought, weeks after the production wrapped.
	From Rick’s claim in an early scene that “I stick my neck out for nobody” to Captain Renault’s “Major Strasser has been shot; round up the usual suspects” near the close, the story is veined throughout with irony. And nowhere is the irony more delicious than here:
 
Renault: “What in heaven’s name brought you to Casablanca?”
Rick: “My health. I came to Casablanca for the waters.” 
Renault: “The waters? What waters? We’re in the desert.” 
Rick: “I was misinformed.”
 
Irony, as the author George Saunders once suggested, is just honesty with the volume cranked up.
	
 
Irony is a double-edged sword. It’s a powerful tool, and also a lethal weapon, in every language. It can be elegant
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and dry (as employed by Rick Blaine above). It can be horrifying (Heinrich Himmler, the Third Reich’s mass murderer, wept at the beauty of Schiller’s poetry). It can amuse (The Red Army Choir Sings Christmas might bring a smile, and yes, it’s a real recording). It can enlighten, humble, and instruct. It’s the Swiss Army Knife of a talented wordsmith.
	Irony has its roots in ancient Greek comedy. It comes from the word eironea, meaning pretended ignorance or dissimulation. Irony has many definitions and applications, but they all boil down to a gulf between what is said or expected and the reality that actually is. This resonates with the experiences most people have in everyday life—which is why, at its best, it can be such a great teacher. Anyone can understand and learn from irony, even when it wounds, because it doesn’t require an audience of geniuses. All it demands is a bit of common sense, a little self-knowledge, and the willingness to put some critical distance between ourselves and our own presumed importance. Irony captures the incongruities of being alive. And, in that sense, it is indeed honesty with the volume cranked up.
	So no one should be surprised that the Word of God is thick with irony.
	Consider: the God who creates the stars; sets the planets in motion; fashions humanity out of dirt; drowns Pharaoh’s chariots; thunders on Sinai; and commands the rejection of all other gods—this same God listens patiently to a nomad named Abraham who, step by step,
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54like a haggler in a Casablanca bazaar, wheedles him down in a deal to save the innocents of Sodom and Gomorrah. This is a God who is all just but all merciful, fiercely demanding but infinitely forgiving, chronically faithful to the chronically faithless.
	Very few lines in all of Scripture pack more irony than God’s laconic answer to the querulous and suffering Job (38:4): Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? And in the New Testament, the transcendent Maker of all things becomes one of us. God chooses a Galilean teenager for the mother of his son and a Bethlehem stable for Jesus’s birth. The human body itself, the world of flesh redeemed at bitter cost by Christ’s physical death and resurrection, is simultaneously intricate, beautiful, wondrously made, hilariously awkward, embarrassing, and weak. The God of the Bible has a sense of humor and an exquisite taste for irony, along with all of his commands to be righteous—including the impossible (in this world) call to be perfect as he is perfect.
	At its best, argued the philosopher Roger Scruton, irony is one of the two pillars of the civilization we call “the West.” The other pillar is forgiveness. We inherit both from our Jewish and Christian roots. The ironic temperament
 
[is the] habit of acknowledging the otherness of everything, including oneself. However convinced you are of the rightness of your actions and the truth of your views, look on them as the actions and the views of someone else and rephrase them accordingly. So defined, irony is quite distinct from sarcasm: It is a mode of acceptance rather than a mode of rejection. It also points both ways: Through irony, I learn to accept both the other on whom I turn my gaze, and also myself, the one who is gazing. . . . Irony is not free from judgment: It simply recognizes that the one who judges is also judged, and judged by himself.3
 
This understanding of irony and the humility it can engender has public and political, as well as profoundly personal, consequences:
 
The West’s democratic inheritance stems, I would argue, from the habit of forgiveness. To forgive the other is to grant him, in your heart, the freedom to be. It is therefore to acknowledge the individual as sovereign over his life and free to do both right and wrong. A society that makes permanent room for forgiveness therefore tends automatically in a democratic direction, since it is a society in which the voice of the other is heard in all decisions that affect him. Irony— recognition and acceptance of otherness—amplifies this democratic tendency and also helps thwart the mediocrity and conformity that are the downsides of a democratic culture.4
 
Note that while Scruton (d. 2020) had great respect for religious traditions, especially Judaism and Christianity,
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his own views about God could be ambiguous. There’s a caution in that for us. Personal witness, not merely intellectual assent, is key to a life of faith. Part of that witness involves a willingness to examine ourselves honestly and repent of our own many sins. The roots of our culture are largely biblical, and they dry up very quickly without the water of a lived and self-scrutinizing Christian faith. Still, Scruton did see clearly that happiness “does not come from the pursuit of pleasure, nor is it guaranteed by freedom. It comes from sacrifice. . . . And in the Judeo-Christian tradition, the primary act of sacrifice is forgiveness. The one who forgives sacrifices resentment, and thereby renounces something that had been dear to his heart.”5
All true, and all urgently needed today in a nation of pent-up frustrations and grievances. Mercy is a central lesson of the Gospel. So is forgiveness. But then what happens to justice?
The difficult fact about pursuing justice is this: it’s vital to a humane and well-ordered society; it’s the cornerstone of all credible law; and yet it can rarely be fully achieved. The tangle of humans’ interlocking wounds, fears, poisoned memories, and debts is too old and too vast for anyone to unravel. But enough justice—even if imperfect—can be had when it’s leavened with a measure of mercy, the free act of forgiving, and the letting go of some debts that we know others owe to us. Letting go allows others to do the same. It heals and gives peace. It breaks up and washes away the toxic ice of resentment
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that chokes the heart. And in doing so, it takes on a Godly irony that gives life.
	
Unfortunately, few things are more tempting to the palate than the taste of humiliating one’s enemies and desecrating the things they hold dear. “Deconstructing” other people’s beliefs in the good, the true, and the beautiful, while claiming our own righteousness or intellectual superiority, is a delicious exercise in power. To complete our humanity we need to unlearn the appetite for it. We do that by training ourselves in the habits of patience, generosity, and magnanimity. But we no longer have a culture that does this.
	Liberal society is good at many things. Instilling moral coherence, and a shared sense of things worth living and dying for, is not one of them. As “I” has displaced “we” as the favored pronoun of Americans, opportunities for conflict have multiplied and abscessed—with the result that for the modern cynic, as much as for the modern ideologue, contempt for the interior peace and convictions of others is the emotional equivalent of crack cocaine.
	A sign of the calculated hatred in some of the street demonstrations of 2020 was the damage done to churches, churches that had long been active in the work against racism. Racial injustice is one of America’s original sins. Much of the anger that spilled out after George Floyd’s killing was legitimate. But like a parasite attaching itself to a healthy body, political hatreds fed on the chaos. Along with public
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institutions, history, and monuments, religion itself became a target of rage against authority. And this made a dark kind of sense. As religious practice wanes, and faith becomes little more than a collection of pieties or a tepid habit, its seeming hypocrisy grows, and along with it, antireligious contempt.
	A common example: Picture a cartoon (taken from the Internet) of a galaxy in deep space, vastly magnified, with a sign pointing to a speck of dirt on its tail-shaped rim. The sign reads “GOD’S FAVORITE PLANET.” The words are simple, and the meaning is clear: Here’s what those religious simpletons believe in—a Superfairy who cares about the pathetic concerns of intelligent microbes on a pinpoint of dust in an ocean of complexity. Only a fool could be so ignorant.
	The point of the cartoon isn’t to disprove religion but to make it contemptible. As Saul Alinsky might say, the best way to crush an opponent isn’t to argue with him rationally, which is much too tedious and dangerous, but to humiliate him personally. Contempt is a strong toxin. And sarcasm—weaponized irony—is a great delivery system.
	It’s worth noting that, aside from its cynical ferocity, there’s little new in today’s “new” atheism. Its DNA tracks back three centuries to Voltaire and the French philosophes. The historian Brad Gregory, among others, has shown that the latest variant offers nothing original. Modern atheists claiming the mantle of science fail “to see how their alleged refutations of the reality of God depend on their assumptions about what they think theology is.
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Posturing as educated intellectuals standing up for critical rationality against naïve credulity, in fact they demonstrate at length how little they know about intellectual matters directly relevant to their concerns.”6
In other words, the god that atheists debunk is not the God that Christians worship. The unbeliever thinks too crudely but also with overfed confidence. My point here is this: the habit of sarcasm entrenched for decades in our mass media and popular entertainment has now borne fruit in our political culture, and this fuels a deeper illness, a social infection of contempt. In spreading, it creates a nihilist spirit that dissolves community and sets people against each other, exhausting both institutions and individuals.
	Part of becoming a mature adult involves developing a healthy skepticism. We have brains for a reason. Anyone who believes everything he or she finds on Twitter, reads in a newspaper, or hears in a television newscast is asking for an ugly surprise. A critical spirit, properly applied, always has value. But a good skepticism is always moderated by humility, hope, and prudence. Cynicism is a very different creature.
	Much of today’s educated opinion, consciously or otherwise, derives from a secular creation myth. The myth runs on certain assumptions; these include the claims that science, free political institutions, and respect for human rights all flow from the eighteenth century’s overthrow of tradition and religious authority. In the place of superstition, the story goes, the Enlightenment brought the light
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60of human reason and the end of magical thinking. It’s an elegant myth, convenient and self-affirming for postreligious minds. But at least two problems cripple it. First, as the Israeli philosopher Yoram Hazony has shown, the myth is vastly overstated and in some ways simply false.7 And second, it’s now eating itself.
	Hazony notes that “Enlightenment philosophy didn’t achieve a fraction of the good [its proponents] claim, and it has done much harm.” Its “astonishing arrogance” led to the ruin of institutions like marriage and the family, and a drastic misreading of the nature of human reason.
	With perverse irony, “the principal figures of Enlightenment philosophy weren’t skeptics. Just the opposite. Their aim was to create their own system of universal, certain truths, and in that pursuit they were as rigid as the most dogmatic medievals.”8 Robespierre, Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, Mao, and Pol Pot—these and other children of the Enlightenment murdered or enabled the murder of tens of millions of innocent victims in the name of “science” or “progress” or “history,” a cannibalism fueled by idolatrous ideas.
	Debunking Enlightenment vanity has been done before and very well—with little effect on its disciples. We needn’t waste time on that work here. But its results are still with us in the cynicism that comes from cratered political dreams and failed social experiments.
	Freeing the libido was supposed to make sexual activity more frequent, more fun, and less emotionally tangled. It’s done the opposite. As of 2019, American young
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people were having less sex than previous generations at the same age; they were also having far higher rates of STDs like syphilis.9 And pornography is now pervasive. Worse, in the words of philosopher Byung-Chul Han, our consumer economy now “aggravate[s] the pornographication of society by making everything a commodity and putting it on display. Knowing no other use for sexuality, it profanes Eros—into porn.”10
The American marriage rate has declined to a record low.11 Divorce and domestic turmoil have increased. Sexual identity and gender ideology have morphed from biology into the endless ambiguities of personal choice and pronoun wars.
	Free enterprise was supposed to spread democracy around the world. Instead, American tech companies have propped up a repressive Chinese surveillance state.12 Automation was supposed to ease the life of the American worker. Instead, factories now often demand “white-collar degrees for blue-collar work.”13 Diversity and multiculturalism were supposed to enrich the substance of higher education. Instead, they’ve often led to ideological extremism and intellectual intimidation.14
Globalist efforts toward unity, abstracted and remote from local realities, have fueled nationalism and populist revolt. “Abstraction is the enemy,” wrote the essayist Wendell Berry,
 
wherever it is found. The abstractions of sustainability can ruin the world just as surely as the abstractions of industrial economics. Local life may be as much endangered by those who would “save the planet” as by those who would “conquer the world.” For “saving the planet” calls for abstract purposes and central powers that cannot know—and thus will destroy—the integrity of local nature and local community.15
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The ability to think in abstractions, of course, is a jewel of human intellect. But like everything else, when distorted, it becomes a curse. The tendency to push toward an abstract and utopian future, ignoring the lessons of the past, is a legacy of Enlightenment overconfidence. Another such legacy is social science. And it’s precisely in the social sciences—which apply the tools of science to persons as objects—where reason starts to eat itself.
	As medical science explores the human brain, it raises questions about the reliability of human reason. Meanwhile social science—in the name of reason, ironically— “seeks to convince us that we must entirely stop reasoning about any notion of a truth beyond the facts.” In this way, argues the scholar Yuval Levin, “it stifles both the freedom of thought and the search for truth alike, since the two are inexorably linked.”16
In other words, reason becomes a weapon against itself—and us.
	Humans have a habit of making the same mistakes again and again, in new forms, with new costs and excuses. We do it in each new generation. Our vanity in the present makes us blind to lessons of the past. It also ensures that
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we make the same blunders in the future. The only reliable brake on this cycle of stupidity and pride is a culture’s moral character. And that character depends on a shared belief in the goodness, the sacred quality, of something or someone greater than human reason, worthy enough to live and die for. When that’s lost, things unravel. And as we’re now learning, the results of that unraveling can get ugly.
 
It’s hard to imagine a greater irony than dying of thirst on the surface of an ocean. A healthy person can survive two or three weeks without food. Water is a different matter. Without it, the body shuts down in three or four days. The ocean, for a thirsty man, might as well be a desert— only worse. There’s water, water everywhere, but not a drop to drink. Ingesting salt water forces the body to pass more water than it takes in, simply to flush out the salt. It makes thirst more, not less, intense. Anyone who’s seen films like Lifeboat or Seven Waves Away, or read stories of William Bligh’s struggle to survive on the open sea with loyal crew members after the mutiny on the Bounty, can almost taste the unique suffering of slow dehydration on a carpet of liquid that stretches to the horizon.
	Many of us, whether we admit it or not, now experience life like survivors of a sunken ship, adrift in a lifeboat, carried along by currents we neither control nor fully understand. The developed world, and we who live in it, float on an ocean of options and anesthetics. But we
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64thirst. Our cleverness, our wealth, and our distractions can’t satisfy the deeper thirst that dries up and deadens our souls. Our economy gives us more choices than ever, but the wrong choices for our real needs. For the individual, the result is a spirit of teased restlessness, confusion, resentment, and more anxiety, not less. And our problems don’t stay in the first world. We export them globally as elements of the “good life” everyone should desire.
	But what exactly is a “good” life? What makes it worthy? For Aristotle, who had such a great impact on Thomas Aquinas, the very idea of the “good life” made no sense without an overarching human nature and the reality of objective human goods. Without such certainties, it’s impossible to distinguish the truly good for us from what merely seems so. The good life, the life that brings real happiness, consists in conforming ourselves to our nature and realizing its inherent potential. It’s not enough to get what we desire; we must learn to desire well. We do that by cultivating excellence in moral virtue and judgment, in our intellects, and in our unique skills.
	Cicero likewise held that personal happiness flows from the discipline of moral virtue. For the happiness of the broader community, he felt that the civic virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance were vital. Augustine, reflecting on Cicero, saw that the only “perfect” happiness is the kind of happiness that can’t be lost; thus, what we really thirst for is eternal life. To Cicero’s list of civic virtues, Augustine added the need for the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity. The heart is always
64
65
restless, he wrote in his Confessions, until it rests in God. For only God can heal the divided heart forever.
	These views contrast sharply with the ideals of our current culture, which presents the good life as a matter of self-invention and acquisition: amassing products and services, fulfilling dreams and appetites. For those who are written off as the weak and the lonely, the failures and the losers, the secular world offers therapies (and medication) when the strain of living gets too burdensome to bear. But while such medical tools can often be useful, reliance on them as a substitute for the more difficult work of living is a cheat on two levels. The first is social. The second is personal.
	The Dominican priest and scholar Herbert McCabe observed that
 
Society, says the conventional wisdom, exists to protect us from each other; to keep the peace between people with quite divergent views of the good life. This is the theoretical foundation or credo of the secular or liberal society: Society is a peaceful coexistence of potential or real enemies. Friendship and love do not come within the purview of society as such.17
 
There’s no “we,” only “I”—in other words, no solidarity— when your neighbor might secretly be a foe. But this is the logic of a world with no common, higher bond or meaning. McCabe warned that today’s conventional wisdom only makes sense if, despite all our pieties about human
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dignity, our real view of the human person is that of a competitive animal whose actions can be largely explained by neuroscience and evolutionary psychology.
	The human “kind,” though, is different in kind, not merely degree, from other animals. We humans formulate intentions and goals for ourselves. We have self-consciousness. We have creative capacities. We have autobiographies. Dogs and dolphins don’t. These things mark our apartness from the world of objects and other animals. We’re more than creatures reducible to a biological category.
	As Roger Scruton noted, “the world as we live it, is not the world as science explains it, any more than the smile of the Mona Lisa is a smear of pigments on a canvas. But this lived world is as real as the Mona Lisa’s smile.”18 Sincere religious faith, and the contemplation of beauty in classical philosophy, great art, literature, and music: these things remind us of who we are and what we must live up to in our humanity.
	Take these things away—ignore them, diminish them, or show them contempt—and we “deprive ordinary people of the ways in which they can represent their apartness. Human nature, once something to live up to, becomes something to live down to instead. Biological reductionism nurtures this ‘living down,’ which is why people so readily fall for it. It makes cynicism respectable and degeneracy chic. It abolishes our kind, and with it our kindness.”19
Questions about God, meaning, and human destiny: these, science can’t answer. Or it views them as naïve or irrelevant. But they’re precisely the most urgent questions,
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the ones that make us human and reflect our thirst for meaning. No amount of worldly success or distraction can make them go away. It can only dull their urgency.
	Dismissing such questions, and the longings that inspire them, as purely private concerns belittles the thirst for “something more” that we all feel. It steals our joy. It sharpens our loneliness. It worsens our fear of insignificance. It cuts the heart out of community by reducing society to an aggregate of competing appetites, moderated by government and managed by experts. In the end, it fuels an inner restlessness that both stimulates and exhausts. This leads first to frustration and anger, and then to acedia, the lethal fatigue of soul that saps hope and comes as much from frantic activity as from indolence. And acedia ripens finally into despair.
	Suicide rates have increased in every US state in recent years, especially among males and the elderly. In the period 1999–2016, twenty-five states saw suicides increase by more than 30 percent, with the Midwest hardest hit.20 Prescription fill rates for anxiety and depression drugs have also steadily increased—again, with the biggest spikes occurring in places like my home state of Kansas.21 These problems stem from a range of causes. Easy explanations can be misleading. But in the Midwest, at least one of the triggers is clear: Young people flee rural areas as economic changes destroy traditional farm life. Agrarian culture erodes. And as it does, so do family health and hope in the future.
	Anxiety about the future takes different forms for
67
68different reasons around the country. But it runs beneath all of life today like a tectonic fault. Man doesn’t live by bread alone—nor by any of the goods, services, therapies, pharmaceuticals, and materialist answers offered to us by the world we’ve remade in our own image. Nor does a knowing cynicism about the “real” world, irony’s toxic mutation, make our thirst for meaning any easier to bear.
	Casablanca’s Rick Blaine at least has the memory of a lost idealism. His life has substance: he risked it for things he believed in. The chronic posture of contempt toward religion, tradition, and “bourgeois” life so common today in the academy, the political-activism industry, and popular culture is unearned and fatuous. And it’s conducted from the comfort of the wealthiest nation on the planet.
	A concluding anecdote:
Israel’s yearly rainfall has declined since its founding in 1948, and much of its land even then was arid. But while its population and economy have grown sharply, and societies typically waste more water as they grow more successful, Israel has done the opposite. Inventing new irrigation techniques and using them scrupulously, its people have brought large portions of desert back to cultivation and made dead soil bloom with new life. Water did that. Water is life.
	In the same spirit, Psalm 63 speaks to us from across the millennia:
 
O God, you are my God, I seek you, my soul thirsts for you;
my flesh faints for you
as in a dry and weary land where no water is. So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary, beholding your power and glory.
	Because your merciful love is better than life, my lips will praise you.
	
It’s thus that John writes in Revelation 22: that the “river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flow[s] from the throne of God,” nourishing the tree of life, rich in fruit and with its leaves meant “for the healing of the nations.”
Water is life. Water is to parched land as God’s Word is to parched souls—the souls of men and women and the soul of a thirsting world. The lesson here is simple. In each of us lives a shadow of the Samaritan woman (Jn 4:1–26) who came to draw water from a well. She found the Source of living water instead. That same living water is extended to us. As Jesus says (Jn 7:37–38), “If anyone thirst, let him come to me and drink.”
And from those who do drink “shall flow rivers of living waters,” waters to renew the world.
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CHAPTER 4
 

FIREMEN AT THE BURNING BUSH
 
“Everywhere in the world nowadays, the proudest and most ambitious buildings in the center of cities are towers. And at their tops are giant signs that everyone can read with the names of the new gods . . . the mighty of this world.”
Jean-Marie Lustiger
 
As Catholics, we believe that around us always is a cloud of witnesses. When we worship at Mass, we’re never alone; an unseen family is with us as well. When we sing “Holy, Holy, Holy,” we join a chorus of angels and blessed men and women who’ve gone before us. They lived and died faithfully for God. We honor them for their example of virtue.
	A sincere faith leads us to give ourselves to God. But the prospect of handing over our will to a God we can’t see, for something so abstract as “eternal life,” can seem odd and frightening. Any reasonable person will ask whether theological arguments and invisible realities warrant a life
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72of costly discipleship or even a painful death. Why should we live and be willing to die for God? Why should we love him and want to spend eternity with him? And why should the hope of heaven exhilarate us rather than put us to sleep?
Dante’s Divine Comedy is a genius work of literature. So is Milton’s Paradise Lost. But angels and demons are implausible to many moderns. In an age of materialism— which assumes that the physical world is all that exists— the Comedy’s structure and inhabitants, and even the sins it describes, can seem absurd. We’re tempted to dismiss the idea of “God” as a byproduct of our evolution that we no longer need.1 And yet, as we’ve seen, most of us still have a thirst for something more than this life and this world can offer.
	What, then, should we do with that desire?
For an answer, we need to ponder who or what the “true God” might be. We need to understand what makes the God of Abraham, who revealed himself most fully in Jesus Christ, unique, worthy of our worship—and even lovable. For Jews and Christians, that story starts with an invasion of human reality from the “outside,” with a breaking in of the transcendent. It begins with the light and heat of a bush that burns but isn’t consumed, something impossible and yet powerfully real at the same time. It continues with God’s revelation on Mount Sinai and his gift of the law to Moses, followed promptly by humanity’s first and most common obscenity: the sin of idolatry. The Israelites can’t accept who God is, nor who he calls them
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73 to be. So they craft a false god, a calf of dead metal, who
more conveniently fits their desires and interests.
 
The book of Genesis is a beautiful story. But it also seeks to show that the God of Israel is the true God, utterly unlike any other gods of surrounding peoples. In some creation myths, a heavenly being is killed and cut open. The world pours forth from the corpse. Others teach that the world is born from the sexual union of gods, or the world was made by a demon or a lesser god. Against these myths, Genesis says that the true God is one god and the only god. He has, and will abide, no competitors.
	When God first appears in Scripture, we see him as a celestial monarch. He creates the universe, the world, and all its living things. Like a king issuing decrees, God says, “Let it be this way,” and it is so. God fashions the world from nothing and then declares it “good.” Thus our existence is not a mistake or an accident. It was intended. In like manner, Genesis depicts the sun and moon not as other godlike beings—which they were for most other ancient peoples—but as lights that God made to demarcate day from night.
	God is described as a ruler in majesty, but also a lover in intimacy. After they eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, Adam and Eve hear “the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of the day” (Gen 3:8). It’s an image powerful in its simplicity, redolent of the intimacy of friends resting in each other’s
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74presence. That’s the kind of closeness Genesis implies we were meant to share with God. There’s a sense in which God sought to walk with us and rest with us in a loving communion.
	Adam and Eve sin, and God expels them from the garden. But he never abandons them. In the rest of Genesis, especially in the story of Abraham, God reveals himself to be “a Father who keeps his promises.”2 God chooses a particular man. He makes a covenant with him, not only for the benefit of Abraham’s family but, through them, for the benefit of the whole world. These chosen people prove themselves imperfect and unworthy. Their election is much more a matter of God’s mysterious mercy than their own merit or achievement. We see this in the story of Joseph, whom God uses to save not only the people of Israel but Egypt as well.
	However, Egypt forgets this. A Pharaoh arises who “knew not Joseph” (Ex 1:8). He oppresses the Israelites living in Egypt. They cry out to God for deliverance. So God remembers his promises and comes in glory and might to destroy the Egyptians through the help of a powerful and capable general . . . or that’s how the story might have gone, if you or I had written it. But we didn’t, and it doesn’t.
	Instead, God reveals himself to a fugitive with a speech impediment hiding in the desert as a shepherd. Exodus 3:1–6 recounts the story:
 
Now Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro, the priest of Midian; and he led his flock to the west side of the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. And the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush; and he looked, and lo, the bush was burning, yet it was not consumed. And Moses said, “I will turn aside and see this great sight, why the bush is not burnt.” When the Lord saw that he turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, “Moses, Moses!” And he said, “Here am I.” Then he said, “Do not come near; put off your shoes from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” And he said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.
	
The burning bush is one of the Old Testament’s two great “theophanies,” or self-revelations of God. Most scholars think Mount Horeb is another name for Mount Sinai, where the other great theophany, the giving of the Law, takes place. Both times that God appears on this mountain, he appears as fire, a fire that burns but doesn’t consume. There’s a paradox in this. God appears in order to reveal himself, to make a more personal union with his people. But he reveals himself in a concealing, inaccessible form. God’s taking the form of fire underscores that he is neither tame nor a projection of our desires. God is not material, but, like fire, he is powerful, dangerous, illuminating, and purifying.3
In the burning bush, God names himself to Moses.
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First, he identifies himself by the covenant he made with the Jewish patriarchs: he is the God of the tribe of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But Moses presses him further. He asks what he should tell the Israelites when they ask for the name of this God that will save them from Egyptian slavery. God then replies: “‘I am who I am.’ And he said, ‘Say this to the people of Israel, “I am has sent me to you.”’ God also said to Moses, ‘Say this to the sons of Israel, “The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you”: This is my name forever, and thus I am to be remembered throughout all generations’” (Ex 3:14–15).
	Moses seems to expect God to reveal his name so that he can be identified and differentiated from other gods. If you knew the name of a god—so the ancient world reasoned—you could try to manipulate him.4 But God’s name is not a knowable noun. He remains outside man’s control. He’s not just another local godling in the wellpopulated pantheon of Middle Eastern deities. The name God gives is not a noun but a verb. And it’s grammatically ambiguous. It could mean “I am who I am,” or “I will be who I will be.”
In a sense, God’s name itself invites a relationship. Commenting on these verses, the great French Catholic philosopher and Sorbonne scholar Rémi Brague writes that when the question “Who are you?” is genuine and deep, “when it corresponds to a desire to know the person as such, the only true response is ‘You will see.’ . . . Moreover, it cannot be given except in an experience rooted in love
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or friendship. Love consists precisely in the space that is opened, in which the other person can say, or rather, show, what he or she is. Or rather: what he or she will be.”5 God is saying that he will show Israel who he is by his actions; in effect, he tells Moses, “You will see.”
As promised, God leads Moses and the Israelites out of Egypt and back to Sinai, the earlier site of the burning bush. This time, God gives the people the Ten Commandments and the prescriptions for worshiping him alone. In giving them the law, he shows them the way of right relationship with each other and with God. And God appears as he did in the burning bush—but this time on a far grander scale: “Now the appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the sons of Israel” (Ex 24:17).
	Toward the end of the Sinai story, we read that “the Lord used to speak to Moses, face to face, as a man speaks to his friend” (Ex 33:11). This seems profoundly perplexing, even impossible, since God is wholly “Other.” We think of the face as something uniquely human and personal. But for Pope Benedict XVI, the fact that God himself has a “face” means that he’s not captured by a static image, to be worshiped as something created by human hands. Rather, God must be related to as a person.6
Benedict writes that “Seeking the face of God is an attitude that embraces all of life; in order for a man to see God’s face at last, he must himself be entirely illuminated by God.”7 This becomes clear finally in the person of Jesus, who shows us what it looks like for a human life to
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78be entirely illuminated by God. Reading God’s revelation at Sinai through the lens of Christ’s life, and following the Church Father Gregory of Nyssa, Benedict explains:

[We] can only encounter God by walking after Jesus; [the] only way we can see him is by following Jesus, which means walking behind him and thus going along behind God’s back. The way that God is seen in this world is by following Christ; seeing is going, is being on the way for our whole life toward the living God, whereby Jesus Christ, by the entire way that he walked, especially by the Paschal Mystery of his suffering, death, Resurrection, and Ascension, presents us with the itinerary.8
Jesus himself is, for us, the face of God, the glory of the Lord veiled in human flesh, so that we can come to know God profoundly.
	
Alas, all is not well down below. While Moses is on Sinai seeking God’s face, the people of Israel grumble. They grow restless. They want new gods to lead them, gods they can see—something more congenial and accessible, something of human scale, something they can domesticate and control. With the gold that they took from the Egyptians—which God gave them on their way out of bondage—the high priest Aaron fashions a golden calf.
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The people then cry out, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” (Ex 32:4). This may be the Bible’s most recurrent and troubling theme: the human temptation to idolatry. Idolatry means choosing something—anything—other than God to worship. In biblical times, it typically meant fashioning a statue of a god, which would make the god present in some way. People would clothe and bathe their idols. The idols were imagined as alive, and the invisible god could share in the fortunes or misfortunes of the visible, graven object. If a statue was honored, the god was honored. If a statue was destroyed, the god was humiliated. Thus Susan Ackerman explains that when “the statue of the Philistine god Dagon falls and loses both head and hands before Israel’s ark of the covenant, it is as if Dagon has himself been defeated by
the power of the Israelite God” (cf. 1 Sam 5:1–5).9
There’s a paradox inherent in idolatry. On the one hand, idolatry is a means by which we try to control God, to make worshiping him less of a sacrifice. On the other hand, the false gods we make—either by crafting them directly with our hands, or by conjuring them more discreetly in the way we invest our time, desires, skills, and passions—always end up controlling us. By their nature, false gods are vampires. They prey on, and draw their life
from, the human spirit.
	As Rémi Brague notes, the statues of pagan gods often
show them “with their hand outstretched, not to give but to receive.” Moreover, he continues, “the fact that these
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80gods are mendicants is not one attribute among many: it is the essential way in which they are, because [what] they must demand and receive is nothing less than their very being. They receive their life from those who made them gods. And this life, these gods are ready to receive it, quite concretely, from those who bestowed it upon them. This is what is expressed in the idea of sacrifice. . . . That for which one can die, in order to give it life, is a god.”10
No matter what we do, whether religious believer or committed atheist, all humans worship something. In the end, we live and die for our ultimate concerns. That can be the true God, the God who loves us, or it can be one or more false gods we put in his place. We may think God asks too much of us. But our lesser gods, and our wills that made them, are far greedier and eager to consume us.
	The theologian R. R. Reno notes how this fact shows itself in our everyday lives. The Bible sees our primary sin as one of wrong worship, which leads us into other sins. The Ten Commandments are sequential, Reno says; the first three command our love for the true God, the next seven deal with our love of neighbor. Thus, worshiping a false god leads inevitably to sins against our neighbor.11
Reno writes: “We can no more stop seeking to praise God than we can stop breathing. For this reason, we need to convince ourselves that the sinful structure of our lives is actually an appropriate strategy for praising and serving the highest good. Our heart tells us that only God can give us rest, so we wrap our love of worldly things in the false tinsel of divinity and propose them to ourselves as
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idols worthy of worship. This strategy of self-deception allows us to pursue the finite goods of creaturely life as if they were images of the divine.”12
We’re made for love. Ultimately we need and yearn to give ourselves away. Pride is our attempt to rest in ourselves, but this is impossible. So instead we find things we think we can control to bring us peace and happiness. Like Adam and Eve, we desire to be like God, at least in some shriveled respect. We can’t be the Creator of the world who gives other creatures their being; this we know. But we do want to be free to do whatever we want, which is our distorted copy of God’s omnipotence.13
The past five hundred years have seen many human advances. They’ve also been a long lesson in what happens to a civilization when it imagines its own omnipotence. Brague’s The Kingdom of Man outlines how our understanding of human nature changed from the end of the Middle Ages to our own time. Greeks and Romans differed from the Jewish people in many ways. But they all saw the natural world as an order that man must respect; human beings fit into the natural world as one of its many, if elevated, parts. Yes, we were gifted with reason and the capacity to rule over other creatures. But we could not change the order of nature.
	Human nature was not malleable. Nor could it evolve on its own. In Genesis, God told Adam and Eve to “fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth” (Gen 1:28). This
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82may sound like a license for environmental rapacity, but that kind of greed is a very modern appetite. Brague notes: “No one in antiquity or the Middle Ages ever saw in the [Genesis] verse a permission to involve oneself in nature’s affairs in order to exploit it in a selfish manner or to threaten its integrity.”14 Rather, the cultivation of the world was a task that we received from God, with the duty to perform it as stewards, not rapists.
	In the modern era, that stewardship has morphed into a project of mastering and exploiting the world. In the Renaissance, men turned their gaze from the heavens to the earth. They worried that they lived in a period of decline. The way for them to revive their civilization, they thought, would be to look back in history to a time when human excellence flourished: ancient Greece and Rome. By studying the great authors of antiquity, men and women could become more virtuous and lead their societies to improve as well. This was the heart of Renaissance humanism.15
This new spirit was largely compatible with Christianity. Many humanists were strong Christians: men like Thomas More, Erasmus, John Colet, and others. But over time, humanism’s focus on man turned more exclusive. Humanists no longer felt bound by the limits of nature. They could pierce those limits, they felt, in order to command the earth and its resources. Man began to propose himself as sovereign over the world and over himself. There seemed to be less and less need for recourse to God or the rational order, the logos, that God had embedded
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in the universe. As Brague puts it, “For modern times, the will to power replaces what logos was for antiquity and the West until the nineteenth century,” with modern reconceptions of human freedom as its flower.16
But our efforts to command nature did not make us free in the way we had hoped. As George Orwell might say, all humans are equal, but some humans always turn out to be more equal than others. The appetite to be our own masters fits quite smoothly with the desire to dominate other human beings, to impose the will of the strong and wise and self-anointed on those deemed less fully human. Brague writes:
 
The modern project wants man to be the master of himself as well as of the universe; its aim is that he take his destiny into his own hands. On this point the rhetoric of the Enlightenment was, and remains, inexhaustible. But this only states a necessary condition of the enterprise: mastery over himself precedes the domination of man over the earth. However, an ironic dialectic tends to cause this intention to eventuate in the domination of certain human beings over others, and even a domination of man by his own project.17
 
At first, the modern era focused on using reason to free us from bondage to the natural order and its hardships, then on burdensome concepts like God. Getting rid of God freed us from moral absolutes. But it also crippled the foundation of human dignity. The more we based our
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moral authority and the meaning of our lives on ourselves alone, the more we began to question it. Our will to dominate became the defining marker of what it means to be human: “The model of domination dominates man himself.”18
When we stopped worshiping God, we began an idolatrous worship of ourselves.19 The French Revolution was the first large-scale experiment of modern man in repudiating God. Its leaders thought of themselves as the most enlightened men of their age. They felt licensed to throw off the shackles of Church and king. They had contempt for the Christian faith as weak and “feminine.” In contrast, they advanced what they saw as their own strong, masculine rationality. This resulted in the prototype of the modern, ideological shape of idolatry, something we’ll more closely examine in the coming pages.
	The second largest church in Paris is Saint-Sulpice. It has the carved, faded letters of a slogan from the French Revolution over the door. They read, “Le Peuple Français Reconnoit L’Etre Suprême Et L’Immortalité de L’Âme,” meaning “The French People Recognize the Supreme Being and the Immortality of the Soul.” The supreme being imagined by the revolution was a creature of man. The slogan is one of many found from a time when the revolutionaries seized churches and made them into temples to replace Christianity; the revolutionary leader Maximilien Robespierre promoted the Cult (i.e., worship) of the Supreme Being as a streamlined alternative to Christianity, bleached of priestcraft and “superstition.” Shortly
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after it was imposed as the state religion of France, Robespierre went to the guillotine. The new religion quietly died—but not before it poisoned an entire culture’s spirit.
	Brague sees our condition today as a paradox: “The modern project is perfectly fine when it comes to producing goods: material, cultural, and moral goods, which it makes a point of providing to human beings; for that, it has no need of anything but the resources it finds in man. On the other hand, however, it seems incapable of explaining why it is good that there are human beings to enjoy the goods that are thus put at their disposal.”20 As we saw in the previous chapter, we have a surfeit of things today, but a lack of meaning. The effect on the human spirit is simple. Idolatry kills—and not just the victims of its appetite for power but ultimately the idolaters themselves.
	If the burning bush is the fire of God’s presence in the world and in the human heart, modern man is the fireman trying to put it out: always with new and better equipment, always with passionate intensity, and always with the same futile result.
	The authors Ross Douthat and Jacques Barzun each see our era as marked by a kind of “dis-ease” or decadence. Decadence, for Barzun and Douthat, means literally a “falling off”; it’s a time when people have lost a clear way forward for their culture. As Barzun puts it, “The forms of art, as of life, seem exhausted, the stages of development have been run through. Institutions function painfully. Repetition and frustration are the intolerable result.
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86Boredom and fatigue are [our civilization’s] great historical forces.”21 Douthat adds that this stagnation is often a direct result of seeming advances: “The decadent society is, by definition, a victim of its own significant success.”22
Genesis and Exodus capture the ongoing human condition with fierce accuracy. God invites us to be stewards of creation. We would rather have lordship. God asks us to trust and love him. We would rather be godlike ourselves. God frees the Israelites from Egypt, taking the treasure of the Egyptians with them. They use it to make a blasphemous replacement for him. The story is always the same. Our idols today take many more disguised and subtle forms than a golden calf. But they can’t give us what we crave from them. We turn to them so that life will be easier, but our appetites and addictions are more demanding gods than God himself. In the words of the Psalmist, those who make idols become like them, senseless and dead (Ps 115:8). Our freedom from the fire of God’s love turns to ash in our mouths.
	
Thankfully, God doesn’t let the story end there. The Sinai theophanies come to completion in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. When Philip says to Jesus, “Lord, show us the Father, and we shall be satisfied,” Jesus replies, “Have I been with you so long, and yet you do not know me, Philip? He who has seen me has seen the Father; how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father
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in me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own authority; but the Father who dwells in me does his works. Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; or else believe me for the sake of the works themselves” (Jn 14:8–11).
	In Jesus, we see who God is. Jesus is the face of God in human form, the place where we encounter God’s subjectivity, his “I.” Drawing on the Scripture text where Moses sees God’s back, Pope Benedict notes that for us, seeing Jesus means following after him to the Cross. It’s in sharing the Passion of Christ that we see Jesus; and in Jesus, the love of the Father is revealed.23 This act of following or discipleship has two key elements: recognizing the face of Jesus in our neighbor, especially in the poor; and giving ourselves to the mystery of the Eucharist “in which the struggle of Moses upon the mountain is continually made present among us,” as well as the death of Christ.24 We often call the Eucharist the summit of our faith, and Benedict reminds us that the Eucharist is like those great summits, Sinai and Calvary, where God revealed himself.
	Through Scripture, Christian service, and the sacraments, Jesus reveals himself to us. He seeks to make us more like him. Many of the Church Fathers thought of the Christian life as one in which God became man so that man could become more like God. It’s another example of God’s divine irony. Man’s desire to become a god is what led to the Fall. It lies at the root of our sin, pride, and idolatry. But the real way to become “like God” is through self-sacrifice, through letting God remake us with his love,
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88not by trying to seize his power or divinity for ourselves. As Rémi Brague notes, “The idea of divine intervention in history, with its culmination in the incarnation of the Word in Jesus Christ, turns the idea of divinization upside-down. Previously, in a pagan context, it designated the program of the highest enterprise a human being could engage in. For Christianity, it is the result of the grace of God.”25
The Christian life is not a self-help plan, a way to make ourselves perfect, but rather a way of life in which the One who is love enters us and transforms us. Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis, now a Trappist monk, puts it beautifully: “It is crucial to see that the Christian life is not so much ‘me bringing Jesus into my life,’ by trying in some way to approximate his behavior and mentality, but as Jesus opening to me the doors into his life and granting me a real share in the acts and intents of his heart. It is not I who make room for him in my endeavors. It is, rather, he who invites me to renounce all my endeavors in order to incorporate me into his human and divine origin, mission, destiny, and life.”26
I sat down to write this chapter during Lent, a few weeks away from the Easter Vigil. On that night, we celebrate Jesus Christ’s tearing the gates of the underworld off their hinges, raising up Adam and Eve and the righteous dead. In the Exultet, we compare the Paschal Candle to the pillar of fire that led the Israelites to freedom. We rejoice that Christ is revealed as God and reigns as victor over humanity’s greatest enemy, death.
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We also begin to sing “Alleluia” again. In a meditation from early in his priestly life, Benedict XVI—then a young Joseph Ratzinger—reflected on the meaning of the Alleluia. Benedict noted that we think of singing as a kind of ecstasy, a way in which we pass beyond the limits of what is rational. “Alleluia” means “Praise the Lord,” but it becomes a kind of untranslatable expression of joy that transcends words, “the song in which the very essence of song achieves its purest embodiment.” He added: “When we speak of the blessed in heaven singing, this is simply a metaphor for the joy that permeates their whole being. . . . The Alleluia is like an initial revelation of what can and shall someday take place in us: Our entire being shall turn into one immense joy.”27
That’s the life to which God calls us, the path by which he makes us fit to be forever with him. The fruit of our “divinization” is the beatific vision, the full revelation of the Lord’s glory that Moses so desired. This is our inheritance as Christians, the gift God longs to give us in the next life, the gift for which he prepares us in this life.
	Behind all the empty idols we worship is a burning desire for what is good. God is the Good itself, the one who slakes all our thirsts, the one in whom, someday, we will find rest and eternal delight. On that day, we will see God face to face, and live.
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CHAPTER 5
 

DULCE ET DECORUM EST
 
“It is sweet and fitting to die for one’s homeland.”
Horace
 
Family history was important in our home when I was a child. And therein lies a tale. My father’s side (Chaput) was French, via Quebec. My mother’s side (DeMarais) was part French Canadian and part Native American. Through her, my siblings and I are registered members of the Prairie Band Potawatomi Nation to this day. And ironically, it was my mother’s lineage, not my father’s, that linked us more closely to France.
	Pierre Navarre was the grandson of Robert Navarre, the gouverneur-adjoint of Detroit, then part of New France in the eighteenth century. Pierre was the first European settler of what is now St. Joseph County in Indiana. His log cabin still stands in Leeper Park, in South Bend. Pierre married Keshewaquay (Christian name Angelique),
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92the daughter of a prominent Potawatomi family. Through that union, via my mother, Pierre Navarre is my greatgreat-great-great-grandfather. The Potawatomi were later forcibly resettled by the US government. And that’s how my mother’s family—my family—arrived in Kansas.
	And that would be a mildly interesting personal anecdote, except for one detail.
	When I was a young priest, I had a Capuchin friend who was an expert in tracing family trees. As a favor, he did the Chaput/DeMarais clan. Through Pierre and Robert Navarre, he traced the family roots to the Île-deFrance region near Paris. He didn’t stop there. He continued the search back through the seventeenth century, the Reformation, and into the Middle Ages. He dug through records, combining fact with reasonable guesstimate. In the end he informed me that somewhere burrowed in the tangle of Navarre bloodlines and ancestors was the man we know as Louis IX, the thirteenth-century king, crusader, and saint. French nobles were the core of the early crusades. Louis IX, who was well loved for his devotion to justice and his religious piety, himself died on crusade.
	I’ve always treasured my family’s story. As to whether the Louis IX part of it is hard fact, skilled guess, or pleasing legend, I make no claim. And anyway, it’s not important. What’s important is this: None of us is an independent agent surfing a private island in time. Each of us belongs to a much larger continent of human experiences stretching backward over centuries, experiences that situate us
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within a network of home, family, clan, tribe, friends, country, religion.
	These things tug on our emotions. They demand our fidelity, and rightly so. In large measure they make us who we are. They give us the context for our lives. When the poet Horace wrote his famous line Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori, “It is sweet and fitting to die for one’s homeland,” he put into words what the Roman people yearned to believe: that their struggle to survive and thrive in the ancient world had meaning. When Spartan hoplites fought to the last man against a much larger Persian force at Thermopylae (literally, “the hot gates”), they gave their lives defending their families, their city, and their Greek allies. And when Shakespeare wrote the words, “We few, we happy few, we band of brothers; for he today who sheds his blood with me shall be my brother,” and put them into the mouth of Henry V at the Battle of Agincourt, he touched one of the deepest chords of human loyalty. Cultures unable to inspire the ultimate sacrifice from their people for a commonly shared need or code have no future. They’re already dead, without knowing it. So it has always been. And barring a miraculous change in human nature before Jesus returns, so it will always be.
	Consider: In AD 778, rear elements of the army of Charlemagne were ambushed by Basque warriors and their Muslim masters. The engagement took place at Roncevaux Pass in the Pyrenees, near the border of what are now Spain and France. Over time, it passed into legend.
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94In the mid-eleventh century, exactly one thousand years ago, traveling minstrels began telling the story of a great Frankish warrior from the Roncevaux Pass battle. His name was Roland. The poem that bears his name, La chanson de Roland (The Song of Roland), has many scenes.1 But the most famous recounts his heroic stand against a fierce and much larger enemy.
	In the poem, Roland is revered by his king and loved by his men, both for his warrior prowess and his noble character. Thus he’s entrusted with the crucial task of covering the rear of Charlemagne’s army of Franks. The army is retiring to rest in France after fighting in Spain against its Muslim conquerors. A resentful nobleman betrays him. The Muslim force learns that Roland’s men are vulnerable. They set a trap and attack. But Roland and his men, united in a brotherhood of arms, fight courageously. They ensure the safety of Charlemagne’s main body of men.
	As the battle wears on, the size of the enemy force weighs against the valor of Roland and his men. In the end, the Muslim warriors overrun them. Only in the final moments does Roland blow his great horn, Oliphant. The mountainsides echo with the sound. Charlemagne, alerted, returns to crush the enemy. But he arrives too late to save Roland and his men. They’ve given their lives, faithful to their duty.
	The Song of Roland is one of the great epic poems of Western civilization. In my high school years in the 1950s, it was essential reading. The violence in the text is lavish and bloody; at one point Roland cleaves a Muslim
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attacker in two. The havoc is matched only by the intense brotherhood of Roland and his men. When Roland surveys the field where so many of his friends lie slain, he weeps at the loss of those he loved. As his own death draws near, Roland turns his face toward his homeland. He thinks “of gentle France, of his kin and line; of his nursing father, King Karl benign.” His last thoughts turn to God, whom he begs to “shield my soul from its peril.” God answers his prayer by sending Gabriel the archangel to bear Roland’s soul to paradise.
	We no longer live in a warrior culture. The poem’s mix of slaughter and tender emotion can seem unsettling today. But we can still learn a great deal from The Song of Roland. The poem’s great age takes nothing away from its timeless truths about the high dignity of loyalty to one’s comrades, a loyalty closely tied to patriotic devotion and a willingness to die for one’s country.
	The poem’s first lesson is the link between loyalty and fellowship. Roland and his men share a bond that unites them. Their bond is consecrated with a spirit of sacrifice. The Song of Roland bears the language of feudal oaths and duties. But these commitments don’t create the mutual loyalty of Roland and his men. Rather, and more accurately, the words and conventions of the warriors’ fealty express something already at work in their hearts, something deeper. It is “gentle France,” the ties of “kin and line,” and memories of what they’ve done together that seal the declarations of loyalty. Our loves and loyalties desire public and durable forms. We seek to celebrate the
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bonds that unite us. These bonds precede formal expressions of official ties. The impulse to recognize preexisting bonds is the key impulse of civic life. We have nation-states because we have nations, not the other way around.
	The second lesson in Roland’s tale is the role of piety. In defending his faith and Christian people in the face of Muslim warriors, Archbishop Turpin, Roland’s brother in arms, zealously fuses his religious leadership and military skill. In much the same way, the poem as a whole is marked by appeals to God. The Song of Roland captures an enduring truth about the human condition: the things we’re willing to die for are tied to what we hold as sacred. In fact, the willingness to die for something also consecrates it as sacred.
	In a more recent age, Abraham Lincoln grasped the truth that sacrifice “hallows.” It has sanctifying power. In his Gettysburg Address, he spoke at the scene of fresh graves for those who had died in combat. His task, as president and wartime leader, was to confer upon the occasion a special significance. But as he clearly knew, the sacrifice of the men who had fallen in battle far exceeded the authority of his own high office. Lincoln’s humility echoes in his words:
We have come to dedicate . . . a final resting place for those who gave their lives that [our] nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate; we cannot consecrate; we cannot hallow this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have
consecrated it far above our power to add or detract.
	
Lincoln kept his remarks within the ambit of “civil religion,” a language that elevated the nation and assigned America sacred qualities. The Song of Roland is more explicitly Christian and unashamedly theological. Roland was ready to die for his king, which in modern terms means a willingness to die for his country. And the poem very clearly states that this sacrifice, made for noble cause with purity of heart, merits paradise.
	
J. Glenn Gray was drafted into the army in 1941. He received his doctorate in philosophy from Columbia University on the same day. He entered World War II as a private. He won a battlefield commission as a second lieutenant. He saw service in France, North Africa, Italy, and Germany. He kept notes of his experiences, and after the war, he wrote a minor classic, The Warriors: Reflections on Men in Battle.2 Though the carnage of war always repelled him, he titled one of his chapters “The Enduring Appeals of Battle.”
Modern warfare, Glenn writes, is a collective effort. Men fight in units. The shared rush and burden of battle endure, for many veterans, as “a high point in their lives.” Why would men in terrible danger look back fondly on the experience? By Glenn’s account, battle offers a kind of liberation, a release from the mediocrity of our little selves.
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98He notes that “only comparatively few of us know how to make [our] individual freedom productive and joyous.” Most of us are lazy or indifferent. Left to our own devices, argues Gray, few of us choose excellence because excellence at anything is hard. But we’re not left to ourselves. We’re social animals who tend to get carried along by the group. This can turn malignant. Modern history bears the scars of countless ideological frenzies and poisonous mass movements and wars.
	Many of the things we do jointly, though, are good. Enrolled in shared projects with positive ends, we’re ennobled by the fellowship. A collective enterprise magnifies our personal efforts. This is obvious in marriage. When two become one, the sum of the couple’s love exceeds the simple addition of their individual wills. “Be fruitful and multiply”: the arrival of children makes this very clear.
	The fruitfulness of collective action also marks other spheres of life. During the last century, when dams, bridges, and skyscrapers were built on a grand scale for the first time, workers often reported a deep pride in their roles. What one man can do alone pales compared to what can be done together. As the interlinked economy of iron mines, steel mills, and railroads came into being, the men raising girders on the Empire State Building and other famous projects of the era were part of a vast industrial team.
	Of course, the same economy treated many other men and women harshly. The ugly side of both the modern economic system and modern military life are easily
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known. But that doesn’t erase the appeal of fellowship in a shared enterprise.
	As Gray notes, an active fellowship is ordered toward specific ends. In battle, the end is victory. In civic life, the ends are survival, sovereignty, and justice. “Survival” as a goal of civic life means passing on a culture’s most precious things to the next generation. “Sovereignty” means shaping a free and common future for the people as a people. And “justice” is what makes a nation worthy of our loyalty as rational creatures.
	These ends call us to shoulder common causes. The soldier must stay at his post. Political leaders must work for justice. All of us must seek to honor our shared history, despite its sins and flaws. And each of us must be willing to serve our country if called. When we heed these calls in a spirit of cooperation, we break the bonds of self-love.
	Gray describes the liberation that flows from collective action:
 
The lightheartedness that communal participation brings has little of the sensuous or pleasant about it, just as the earnestness has little of the calculating or rational. Both derive instead from a consciousness of power that is supra-individual. We feel earnest and gay at such moments because we are liberated from our individual impotence and are drunk with the power that union with our fellows brings. In moments like these many have a vague awareness of how isolated and separate their lives have hitherto been and how much they have missed, living in the narrow circle of family or a few friends. With the boundaries of the self expanded, they sense a kinship never known before. Their “I” passes insensibly into a “we,” “my” becomes “our,” and individual fate loses its central importance.
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Gray had a distinguished career as a scholar, writer, and educator. He edited the work of the philosopher Martin Heidegger and others. He is not endorsing violence. But he does acknowledge that “some extreme experience—mortal danger or threat of destruction—is necessary to bring us fully together with our comrades or with nature.” For this reason, “comradeship reaches its peak in battle.” The threat of death awakens the heart to the fullness of life.
	Those united in shared ends work from the premise that “we” must increase, “I” must decrease. For this reason, a natural grace marks a rightly ordered patriotism. Just as becoming a father helps a man to transcend his selfishness as he serves the needs of his family, so also does our citizenship draw us beyond ourselves. Patriotism, therefore, can deliver a liberation from self-love. Unlike our deliverance in Jesus Christ, this liberation is imperfect and passing. But it’s neither false nor unreal.
	Sacrifice tests and seals love. As Gray notes, “Men are true comrades only when each is ready to give up his life for the other, without reflection and without thought of personal loss.” The soldier’s sacrifice of life confirms our civic life as something greater than mutual convenience. We’re bound together by a sacred covenant, not a social contract.
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This is why we honor those who die in our nation’s service. They remind us that, at its best, America is more than a commercial republic or a delicate balance of factions. The fallen didn’t die for a 3 percent annual GDP growth or the most recent federal budget. They died defending all of us, the whole country, not this or that group or party. There was a time when all school children recited the Pledge of Allegiance. That daily ritual was a rite of initiation into the national community. A soldier’s death in battle bears witness that the pledge is real, not notional. His sacrifice reminds us that the nation, despite its faults, is worthy of our loyalty.
	The willingness to sacrifice oneself repudiates death’s power. Each soldier on the battlefield knows the possibility of dying for his country. The nearness of death is the dark horizon of wartime experience. It paradoxically illuminates human existence. Gray calls this sacrifice of the self—its reality, its possibility, and its promise—the “mystical element of war.” Modern warfare has little in common with the contest of sword and lance in The Song of Roland. But there too, Roland’s sacrifice in battle is mystical. The poem presents it as his gateway to heaven. A willingness to die for one’s comrades and one’s nation touches upon eternal things.
 
Talk of a “mystical element of war” can be deeply troubling. And Gray is keenly aware of war’s perversions. He describes them in detail in The Warriors. But he also notes
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102that to be human is to be divided. As Pascal said, we’re at once noble and base, angels and beasts. The fractured self impacts every human activity: marriage, childrearing, scholarship, politics, and warfare. Even something so seemingly pristine as a university is riddled with frictions. It can house people of great intellectual virtue. It can also be a cesspool of vindictive ideology and petty academic politics. The Church is the custodian of sacred mysteries and also the home of some ugly crimes.
	Thus, it’s unwise to assume that armed conflict is always and everywhere incompatible with powerful goods. War, as a last resort in the service of justice or the defense of human life, can be morally necessary. And the fellow feeling of soldiers is beyond dispute. Many veterans look back upon the men with whom they served in battle as blood brothers. They cherish those bonds. As Gray says, it’s not just the threat of death that sharpens the intensity of fellowship. Just as strong is the willingness to sacrifice in pursuit of a victory that is shared and not merely personal.
	Patriotism and civic-mindedness embody these goods in a more moderate fashion. Nations are living organisms. They need renewal in every generation. Every country demands loyalty, not out of whim or because it seeks supine subjects. Rather, the demand stems from the eternal need of every living community for the loyalty of its members. A nation without citizens devoted to its survival and prosperity is simply a mass of people living on the brink of disintegration. Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and other
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countries rife with factional violence are in that sense not nations at all. They’re simply notional places. They lack the bonds of solidarity that cause individuals and clans to put aside their interests for the sake of the whole.
	The United States is not a failed state. But loyalty and a spirit of sacrifice are probably more needed here than in many other countries. The reason is simple. For a man born in Lithuania, his language sets him apart. It marks his distinct identity. For a woman born in Israel, her religious, ethnic, and cultural heritage shapes her sense of national destiny.
	America, however, is “artificial.” As a country, we’re constructed. This is why defacing public monuments, repudiating our country’s past, and tearing down statues that commemorate leaders in our nation’s history is so dangerous: men and women of every background and color have died building and defending what we have as a nation. And what we have is fragile, because on the stage of history, we’re recently invented rather than emerging from the mists of the past, a tribe that becomes a nation. The Canadian philosopher George Parkin Grant spoke truly when he said that the United States is the only modern, industrialized society “which has no history (truly its own) from before the age of progress.”3
The artifice of our origins is obvious. We celebrate this. The Declaration of Independence is an act of men. So is the Constitution. Most Americans descend from immigrants. Many are immigrants themselves. The confected
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104nature of our shared public life and our native individualism—a key to the American character—have a strong centrifugal effect.
	As a result, forging a shared sense of homeland is vital in the American context. Few children of my generation finished school without learning, or at least hearing, the lines from The Lay of the Last Minstrel, the great narrative poem of Sir Walter Scott: Breathes there a man with soul so dead / Who never to himself hath said / This is my own, my native land. Patriotism, cultivated and reinforced over time, is the countervailing centripetal force that seals our nation’s unity. Without it, we too easily fall into mobs of bickering individuals.
	As the first nation built from abstract principles, American success is a model of the modern nation-state. This is a mixed blessing. Loyalty to the nation-state has gifted defenders in scholars like Pierre Manent and Roger Scruton. It also has gifted critics. Wilfred Owen’s poem from the trenches of the First World War, “Dulce et Decorum Est,” is a crushing indictment of nationalist pride and patriotic delusions. And given the bloodbaths of the last century, other strong voices have challenged the very nature of patriotic duty.
	In a 1984 lecture, the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre famously argued that
 
[Just as] a family whose members all came to regard membership in that family as governed only by reciprocal self-interest would no longer be a family in the traditional sense, so a nation whose members took up a similar attitude would no longer be a nation, and this would provide adequate grounds for holding that the project that constituted the nation had simply collapsed. Since all modern bureaucratic states tend towards reducing national communities to this condition, all such states tend towards a condition in which any genuine morality of patriotism would have no place, and what paraded itself as patriotism would be an unjustifiable simulacrum.4
 
Elsewhere MacIntyre described the nation-state as a “bureaucratic supplier of goods and services” that never quite lives up to its promises. And worse, from time to time it “invites one to lay down one’s life on its behalf.” The result, he wrote, “is like being asked to die for the telephone company.”5
Critics argue that the modern, liberal nation-state— including its American version—inevitably separates and isolates individuals in order to protect them from each other. The state clearly does provide many goods and services. But the state also dissolves any preexisting bonds involving duties not freely chosen by the individual. The effect is to gradually destroy civil society. The state expands to fill the vacated social space.
	Thus, say scholars like William Cavanaugh, the nationstate “is simply not in the common-good business.” Rather, in place of the Christian longing for genuine communion, the state creates a fake version of common life
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“where false order is parasitical on true order. In a bureaucratic order whose main function is to adjudicate struggles for power between various factions, a sense of unity is produced by the only means possible: sacrifice to the gods of war.” Thus, the task for Christians “is to demystify the nation-state and to treat it like the telephone company.”
Nonetheless, American life has always been marked by rituals of patriotism that are heartfelt and authentic. For most of the last century, Fourth of July parades were communal events. They were filled with men who had fought in Europe and the Pacific. For decades, the country’s leaders had all served in World War II. Dwight Eisenhower was a decorated general. John Kennedy commanded PT 109 and nearly died in combat. George H. W. Bush was a Navy pilot shot down over the Pacific. Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Ronald Reagan all served during the war. Jimmy Carter spent the war years as a student at the United States Naval Academy.
	These men knew the cost of defending the nation. So did their generation. Despite ugly injustices like racial segregation in the military, the war had knitted together rich and poor, leaders and laborers, officers and enlisted men. The Cold War sustained a sense of urgency. The public backed a strong military, and the postwar military became a powerful tool in the task of racial integration. Consciously or otherwise, most Americans felt a deep patriotic pride. Many shared a solidarity that Gray noted among his fellow soldiers.
	Much of that changed in the space of a single decade.
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The Vietnam War, the civil rights struggle, and a cultural revolution: Together they triggered deep changes in American sexual behavior, politics, the economy, and the law. This remade the nation’s landscape in the 1960s. By 2017, a Gallup poll question found only 44 percent of Americans were willing to fight for the country. Asked in a vacuum, with no context of national peril or compelling moral cause, the question had limited value. But it does suggest that America today is very different from the America of December 6, 1941, the day before Pearl Harbor.
	Many students who’ve gone through US higher education in recent years have been taught to be skeptical of patriotism. A critical, and often poisonously cynical, spirit has undermined a great deal of modern life, including the nation. At the same time, a naïve kind of globalist utopianism has grown. It promises a new solidarity transcending national borders. But it’s a “solidarity” as shallow as it is wide. A peculiar free-market ideology is married to this globalist dreaming. It asks us to see ourselves almost solely in economic terms. It reduces us to stateless, homeless consumers, not citizens.
	Many applaud the weakening grip that national identity has on our moral imagination. They admit that countries may be instrumental goods. They’re useful for securing civic order, for aiding economic growth, and for distributing its fruits. But modern nations like the United States, they claim, are not goods in themselves, forms of life worthy of our sacrifice.
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108We do need to be wary of excessive national pride. It has caused great harm in the modern era. Likewise, populist anger can be a fair response to the contempt and self-flattery of our leadership elites—or it can be an ugly exercise in racism and jingoism. Today’s sprawling, bureaucratic governments often seem alien to the very people they claim to govern. Their complexity can make real political participation seem laughably remote.
	It can be argued, for example, that Washington, DC, marinates in the kind of venality and ambition that mocks public service. But that doesn’t make the Lincoln Memorial a temple to a false god or Arlington National Cemetery the necropolis of a merely technocratic empire. An enduring American ritual involves a trip to our nation’s capital for children in middle school. They troop through museums. They visit monuments. They learn facts about our history. In doing this, they enter into a mythic landscape of heroic deeds, noble undertakings, and civic ideals. These marks of our nation’s greatness are legitimate and real. And they’re far more than the works of any mere public utility.
	Aristotle believed that political life is key to the good life. Creating the laws that govern a nation calls us to deliberate about the best way to live together as a people. In so doing, we realize more fully our nature as rational creatures. Ideally this is done in small, face face-to-face communities. Married couples order their households. Civic groups have their own unique by-laws. Town meetings allow for the local give-and-take of debate. Part of our nation’s current illness is the web of distant administrative
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agencies, personnel, and machinery that runs in a manner unaccountable to the people it claims to serve.
	Thus it’s prudent to be wary. A nation can become so corrupt and Babylon-like that it’s not worth defending, and America is no exception. Along with Alasdair MacIntyre and William Cavanaugh, the Catholic historian Christopher Dawson, Columbia sociologist Robert Nisbet, and the great French Catholic novelist and essayist Georges Bernanos all had grave concerns about the malign potential of the modern nation-state. We also need to remember that the nation-state, however happily we conceive it, is distinct from, and finally less important than, the purpose of our life in this world. Man’s purpose is to know and love God. We should never imagine our citizenship in any nation as sufficient. Our true and lasting commonwealth is in heaven, and therein lies our real citizenship (Phil 3:20).
	Nonetheless it’s proper, and important, for Americans to express gratitude for our democratic institutions. They’re far from flawless. They haven’t produced a perfect system of law in the past or present. Nor will they in the future. But when we visit Philadelphia’s Independence Hall we celebrate a remarkably durable design of government of which we ought to be proud, and to which we ought to be loyal.
 
A healthy society respects and sustains the past, teaching children its history and weaving together the generations.
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In writing his tale of the death of the Roman Republic, the historian Tom Holland noted that it’s “hard to think of an episode of history that holds up a more intriguing mirror to our own.” The turmoil in the last years of the Roman Republic has lessons we’d be unwise to ignore. Today’s issues “of geopolitics, of globalization and the pax Americana . . . cannot help but inspire, in the historian of the Roman Republic, a certain sense of déjà vu.” 6
The historical illiteracy of recent decades widens the conflicts between generations. It also blinds us to the subtle— and more recently, crudely violent—transformations and erosions taking place in our political structures. In many ways this illiteracy is far more perilous than any gap that separates different groups in a pluralistic society.
	We’re social animals. We need the warmth of fellow feeling. A well-functioning nation inculcates shared sentiments and cultivates shared rituals. E pluribus unum is not just an American ideal. It’s a human ideal. The nation is not our family. It’s certainly not our Church. But it’s our earthly home, and this is no small thing.
	Shortly before his death in 2005, Pope John Paul II published a book of informal thoughts entitled Memory and Identity. In it, he spoke to the concepts of patria (native land), patriotism, and the nation. He noted that “Catholic social doctrine holds that the family and the nation are both natural societies, not the product of mere convention. Therefore, in human history they cannot be replaced by anything else. For example, the nation cannot be replaced by the state.”
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Nations naturally tend to establish themselves as states, he said. But nation and state are not the same thing. The Polish nation, for example, rooted in people, land, culture, and history, and the Polish communist state, imposed by force, were very different creatures.
	John Paul traced the duty of patriotism to the Fourth Commandment, “which obliges us to honor our father and mother. . . . The spiritual patrimony which we acquire from our native land comes to us through our mother and father, and provides the basis for our corresponding duty.”
 
Patriotism is a love for everything to do with our native land: its history, its traditions, its language, its natural features. It is a love that extends also to the works of our compatriots and the fruits of their genius. Every danger that threatens the overall good of our native land becomes an occasion to demonstrate this love. . . .
	Whereas nationalism involves recognizing and pursuing the good of one’s own nation alone, without regard for the rights of others, patriotism, on the other hand, is a love for one’s native land that accords rights to all other nations equal to those claimed for one’s own. Patriotism, in other words, leads to properly ordered social love.
	
“The Latin word patria,” or “fatherland,” John Paul wrote, reflects a nation’s soul:
[it] is associated with the idea and the reality of “Father” (pater). The native land (or fatherland) can in some ways be identified with patrimony—that is, the totality of gifts bequeathed to us as by our forefathers. . . . Our native land is thus our heritage, and it is also the whole patrimony derived from that heritage. It refers to the land, the territory; but more importantly the concept of patria includes the values and the spiritual content that make up the culture of a given nation.7
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Thus in civic affairs, zealotry for one’s country can be a vice. But there’s also a vice called indifference. And today, in America, we suffer from a media-driven culture that feeds this indifference while simultaneously aggravating divisions. A distorted emphasis on diversity and multiculturalism at the expense of communion and unity discourages any particular loyalty to the nations that constitute the West.
	These and other efforts to weaken our love for our native land dovetail with the acquisitive consumer spirit of our time. We’re encouraged to believe that real happiness comes from satisfying our personal desires. And the rapacious individualism this nurtures is what will dominate the world if we one day live as postnational “global citizens.” That destiny would not be the unity of a universal brotherhood. It would be life in a managed, technocratic cocoon organized to promote consumption and self-invention. In the place of solidarity, we’ll have the consolations of shopping and travel.
	Dulce et decorum est may be too sweeping a claim for many in the twenty-first century to accept, or even to
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understand. But we need patriotism. We need to entertain the possibility that love for our country might lead us to sacrifice greatly, even radically, in order to preserve the best that remains in it. That love is not an evil. It’s a source of liberation. It breaks the bonds of our addiction to lesser things. It leads us to stand as brothers, sisters, and friends with others. Fidelity to the good in our nation is not our final end. It doesn’t deliver us from sin and death. It doesn’t have an absolute claim on our souls. It doesn’t replace our hunger for heaven.
	But it is a natural grace, a partial but real deliverance from the prison cell of a world without loyalties and from the confines of self-love.
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CHAPTER 6
 

THIS IDEA’S A KILLER
 
“Ideas have consequences.”
Richard Weaver
 
Henry Adams was the grandson and great-grandson of presidents. As a historian, he was a keen observer of public life. He understood the war of ideas and the wounds it can inflict. Thus, he once described politics as “the systematic organization of hatreds.” And so it often is. Ideas and the ideologies they breed very easily become totems. They take on a religion-like power. The more powerful the idea, the less tolerant it is of resistance. Nothing is more lethal than a powerfully bad idea, except a good idea—like liberty, or equality, or fraternity—taken to perverse and puritanical extremes. The record of recent history shows where some ideas can lead.
	Exactly a century ago, late in 1920 or early 1921, Yevgeny Zamyatin wrote the novel We.1 Few Americans
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116have ever heard of Zamyatin. He died forgotten, in poverty, as an exile in Paris in 1937. Even fewer know anything about the world in which he worked. He wrote in the postrevolutionary turmoil of Soviet Petrograd. It was a city of starvation, garbage, War Communism, and “former people,” the dispossessed czarist elite forced out of their homes and then living in the streets. It was also a bubbling soup of ideas that would flavor the twentieth century: futurism, free love, social militarism, humanmachine integration, and even “suicidalism.”
In appearance, Zamyatin was a dapper Russian naval engineer with expert foreign experience. Underneath, he was an eccentric Bolshevik revolutionary. He had a long record of arrests under the czar. Soviet authorities tolerated but also distrusted him, eventually banning his works and kicking him out of the country. We was finally published in Russia only in 1988, as the Soviet regime began to unravel. It’s not hard to see why.
	Zamyatin was a visionary, but rather too visionary. We is the diary of engineer D-503. The story is set far in the future, centuries after an idealistic revolution to build the “collective good.” The revolution has morphed into a technocratic, totalitarian One State. People have numbers instead of names. All activity is regimented. Everyone is monitored by secret police. A regular hour of sexual license is allowed, but love is a crime. Love creates strong feelings, private attachments, and doubts, and thus disrupts the “collective good.” Personal freedom is seen as a threat to social unity and happiness. Dissidents are executed. Those
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who ask too many questions or harbor too many feelings, like D-503, end up lobotomized.
	We is a cold and difficult book. But its sardonic twist on the wholesome plural pronoun—“we,” implying community—had great impact. The novel circulated in manuscript form throughout Europe in the years after Zamyatin wrote it. Aldous Huxley, author of Brave New World, surely knew it; his novel’s “World State” bears a name very similar to Zamyatin’s “One State.” We also clearly influenced George Orwell as he drafted Animal Farm and 1984. Zamyatin’s portrait of a dystopia based on a noble idea turned poisonous—the common good—is memorable. But it can seem dated and irrelevant to an American audience.
	After all, one can argue, the American Founders risked their lives precisely for an idea, a novus ordo seclorum (“new order of the ages”)—hardly a modest concept. But they anchored their ambitions in a pragmatic realism. A heritage of biblical religion and English common law shaped their sense of the common good, their understanding of personal freedom and rights, and grounded their enterprise in something greater than their own moral judgment. For most early Americans, moreover, the task they faced was physically mastering a new world, enormously rich but also raw, dangerous, and hard. The need was for practical minds and useful skills. Inflamed theories were an expensive luxury.
	Across the Atlantic, the French Revolution had begun in 1789. French social conditions were very different from
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118life in America. Europe’s most absolute monarchy sat atop sharp class divisions, toxic differences in wealth, and a vigorous intellectual class that gradually took control of the revolutionary process. Unlike its American cousin, the French Revolution ballooned into an aggressive and lethal reordering of society. In the words of the Jesuit scholar John Courtney Murray, “the [French revolutionary] state became the active vehicle of a secularist ideology.”2 It took on the character “of a religious faith, a faith as exclusive, as universal in pretension” and as demanding as any church or creed.
	“The revolutionary purpose,” said Murray, “ceased to be purely political and undertook to be totally redemptive of man.” Unlike any previous Caesar, “the revolutionary Caesar took a wholly different line. He claimed divinity precisely because his origin was from man alone, and instead of simply using the religion of the state for his own political ends (which had been bad enough), he proclaimed his own political ends to be the religion of the state (which was intolerable).”
For the first time, Murray noted, the City of Man openly claimed power over the City of God. Reason despised revealed religion. Belief in human perfectibility rejected divine redemption. And “the sad truth of the matter,” historian Hannah Arendt later wrote, “is that the French Revolution, which ended in disaster, has made world history, while the American Revolution, so triumphantly successful, has remained an event of little more than local importance.”3 Put simply: The roots of the
118
119 modern revolutionary impulse are French. The Zamyatin
novel We is a direct descendant. 
Germany invaded Poland from the west in 1939. Killing teams followed in the army’s wake. These Einsatzgruppen were specialized murder units; they targeted priests, cultural and political leaders, and Jews. Their goal was simple: to crush the soul of Polish society. Of the top twenty-five unit leaders, fifteen held doctorates from elite German universities. They came from the cream of Germany’s academic citadels.4 National Socialism inspired far more people than hungry workers, street thugs, and racist bullies; it also appealed to many intellectuals and artists. On the surface, this seems strange. We’re taught to assume that education and the arts elevate the human spirit. But it’s the content of education and the arts that determines the kind of human spirit they shape.
	Nazi doctrine is often described as a creature of the political right. It was aggressively nationalist, true. But it was anything but “conservative.” It despised Christianity. It flirted with the occult. It used—but loathed— the wealthy and the bourgeoisie. And it emerged from the same revolutionary ferment as its cousins on the left. Its particular godling was the German nation-state. Or rather, it worshiped the Aryan ethnicity and the imagined pagan dynamism behind the Reich that embodied both.
	National Socialism offered a transcendent experience of national unity. It staged mass liturgies (rallies) of national
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120purpose. It promised justice (revenge) for past grievances. It offered a future of jobs and order. It promised a “redemption”—note the word—of national honor. It sought to purify the community by excising the weak, the disabled, and the social outcast. And it offered a common enemy (the Jews) to revile and cleanse from the nation’s midst. It was, as scholars described it, a perversely logical “racial state.” Its doctrines were supported by zealous disciples (the party), compliant experts, and backed up by a body of bogus “science.”5
Two weeks after Germany invaded from the west, the Soviet Union attacked Poland from the east. A similar murder campaign ensued. The main difference was the politics. In the east, the motive was communism. The killing was carried out in the name of “scientific” MarxismLeninism and a Stalinist workers’ state. Over the next six years of war, the bloodlands fought over by Germany and the Soviets saw mass murder on an industrial scale.6 Tens of millions of innocent people were shot, gassed, starved, or worked to death to make space for the idea of the New Man—Aryan or Socialist. In speaking of this madness and its impact on his own novel 1984 after the war ended, George Orwell said that totalitarian ideas had “taken root in the minds of intellectuals everywhere,” and he had simply shown “their logical consequences.”7
From the guillotine of revolutionary Paris to Auschwitz and the gulag runs an unbroken line. Scholars like Paul Johnson, Eric Voegelin, James Billington, Michael Burleigh, and the great Jesuit theologian Henri de Lubac
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all mapped it well.8 We can only borrow from them here. But a good place to start is the home of the guillotine itself.
	Most Americans hear the name of Alexis de Tocqueville somewhere in their schooling. Tocqueville was a French visitor to the early United States. He wrote Democracy in America, one of the best-ever studies of the American personality. Less well known is another of his books, The Old Regime and the Revolution. Writing in 1851, he noted both the appeal and darker ironies of overthrowing the greatest monarchy in Europe. He showed how a revolutionary government, “much more absolute than that which the Revolution had overthrown, arose [in France] and concentrated all power in itself, suppressed all the freedoms so dearly bought, and put vain idols in their place”9—while murdering scores of thousands of peasants, aristocrats, priests, male and female religious, and perceived enemies across the country.
	As Tocqueville notes, “there were no great religious revolutions in the West until the arrival of Christianity.” The Gospel was radically new in the pagan world. It spoke to everyone. It offered salvation to all. It addressed the yearnings of humanity as a whole, not a specific tribe, people, city, or place.
 
	The French Revolution operated [in] the same manner. . . . [It] did not only ask what the particular rights of the French citizens were, but what were the general political rights and duties of men. . . . [Thus]
the French Revolution was able to make itself accessible to everyone and was immediately imitable in a hundred different places.
	Because the Revolution seemed to be striving for the regeneration of the human race even more than for the reform of France, it lit a passion which the most violent political revolutions had never before been able to produce. It inspired conversions and generated propaganda. Thus in the end it . . . became a new kind of religion, an incomplete religion, it is true, without God, without ritual, without a life after death, but one which, nonetheless, like Islam, flooded the earth with its soldiers, apostles and martyrs.10
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Note the language of “apostles and martyrs.” Followers willingly lived, preached, died, and killed for the revolution and its ideals. The centralized power of the Old Regime, a monarchy officially Christian, paved the way for an even more absolute new regime. The revolution was not atheist; it had its own Cult of the Supreme Being. Atheism, or what Henri de Lubac more accurately called “anti-theism,” would come later. But it was fiercely antiChristian because it was, in effect, a new and competing form of universal religion. It made demands on the whole person—body and spirit, thought and action.
	The French Revolution opened the age of political religions. These identified “salvation” with human efforts here and now. Eric Voegelin saw these various efforts, ranging from progressivism and Marxism, to psychoanalysis and
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positivism, to fascism and National Socialism, as modern forms of Gnosticism. The Gnostic believes that by having some special, hidden kind of knowledge (gnosis, in Greek), often available only to the elect or elite, we can unlock the means to heal and restructure the order of being.
	Christianity likewise sees the world as broken, but it traces that wound to original sin. For Christians, while we can cooperate with God’s grace in sanctifying creation, salvation comes from the outside, through Jesus Christ. And our final happiness is not in the here and now; it awaits us in the next world. The political religions reject this as delusional. In the words of James Billington, “a recurrent mythic model for [modern] revolutionaries— early romantics, the young Marx, the Russians of Lenin’s time—was Prometheus, who stole fire from the gods for the use of mankind.”
Knowingly or otherwise, modern revolutionary faith is shaped by the Christianity it seeks to replace. At some level, writes Billington,
 
Most revolutionaries [have] viewed history prophetically as a kind of unfolding morality play. The present was hell, and revolution a collective purgatory leading to a future earthly paradise. The French Revolution was the Incarnation of hope, but was betrayed by Judases within the revolutionary camp and crucified by the Pilates in power. The future revolution would be a kind of Second Coming in which the just would be vindicated. History itself would provide the final judgment; and a new community beyond all kingdoms would come on earth as it never could in heaven.
 
	Both Billington and Paul Johnson note that the modern revolutionary faith did not spring spontaneously from the masses. It did not come from desperate workers or peasants or the poor. It came from the spiritual emptiness— and the appetite for power—of elite intellectual leaders. If traditional religion is the opium of the people, writes Billington, revolution is the amphetamine of the intellectuals.
	Moreover, adds Johnson, these intellectuals “were far more radical” than any clergy of the past. They felt “bound by no corpus of revealed religion.” They weren’t “servants and interpreters of the gods” but their replacements. They were confident that they could diagnose the ills of society with the power of their own intelligence. Thus they felt free to devise plans “whereby not merely the structure of society but the fundamental habits of human beings could be transformed for the better.”
Ideas, and the ideologies and systems of thought they breed, have consequences. The results of revolutionary faith and the mass killings it sparked can be found in cemeteries across Russia, Germany, Eastern Europe, China, Cuba, North Korea, and Indochina. In 1978, the French missionary priest François Ponchaud published Cambodia: Year Zero. In it he described the catastrophe of Cambodia’s communist Khmer Rouge revolution—2 million people murdered in five years to “restart history” in a nation of barely
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7.5 million—as “the perfect example of the application of an ideology pushed to the furthest limit of its internal logic. But the furthest limit is too far, and ‘too far’ is akin to madness—for in this scheme of society, where is man?”11
 
	In June 2001, a friend of mine and his wife attended a meeting in Washington, DC. It was sponsored by the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. It was cosponsored by the Los Alamos National Laboratory. The theme was “Supercomputing and the Human Endeavor.” My friend took part on behalf of the Apostolic Nunciature, the Vatican embassy to the United States.
	He later described the meeting as “useful” for two reasons. The first was the meeting’s rich discussion of supercomputers, artificial intelligence, and other new technologies. Talks focused on computer modeling of the physical universe, the ecosystem, social and economic outcomes, and the biological processes of life.
	The second reason the meeting had been useful, or at least instructive, he said, was its scant discussion of what the human endeavor actually was. There was little focus on what being “human” meant. There was little focus on how and why the new tools of technology, and the ideas behind the tools, might undermine human identity. The agenda was thick with science, its possibilities, and its commercial implications. It was thin on ethics and religion. One inoffensive talk by a retired cleric focused on “the influence of supercomputing on cherished beliefs.”
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126There’s a lesson in my friend’s experience. Americans, at least until recently, have never shared Europe’s curse of “political religion.” We do value ideas like freedom, law, and individual rights. But we’re a pragmatic people. We venerate our tools. We make tools to solve practical problems. And we get results. That’s one of our strengths. We’re skeptical of ideologies. We’ve (so far) resisted squeezing life into any theoretical idea system. But our strength, our pragmatism, is also our Achilles’ heel.
	My dictionary defines the word tool in some interesting ways. A tool is “an instrument like a hammer, used or worked by hand.” A tool is “a means to an end.” And— more cuttingly—a tool is “someone who is used or manipulated by another; a dupe.”
Humans have been making tools for a very long time. It’s a skill that sets us apart as a species. We’re thinking creatures. We use our brains to extend our physical abilities. Our ideas give birth to tools. Language itself is a tool. It allows us to understand each other; it also vastly increases our ability to observe, reflect on, and communicate our experiences of the world. The Roman alphabet has just twenty-six letters, but we combine those phonetic symbols in millions of ways to express all the nuances of sorrow, joy, love, culture, and genius.
	Our talent with tools makes science and technology possible. Science is simply a method of acquiring knowledge about the world. That’s what the original Latin word means: scientia means “knowledge.” And technology is the application of the ideas that flow from science to
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solving real-life problems like landing on Mars or moving a ton of bricks. The word “technology” comes from the Greek words techne, which means craft or skill, and tekton, which means carpenter or builder. Put simply, science and technology are the language that shapes the modern world. And only a very foolish person would deny that scientific advances in medicine, energy, communications, commerce, transportation, and education have greatly improved our lives in countless ways.
	And yet: Isaac Asimov, the great biochemist and author of prophetic science fiction, warned that “science acquires knowledge faster than humanity acquires wisdom.” Which is unhappy news, because while the tendency to forget our limits as creatures is not new to human history, the cost of our forgetting has gone up sharply. We already have the power to turn ourselves into radioactive vapor. Very soon we’ll have the skills to reprogram who we are at a genetic level. We’re the first generation in history with the capacity to change what it means to be “human” at a biological level. And that power comes at exactly the moment when we seem least willing to think morally and modestly about our own power.
	To a man with a hammer, every problem looks like a nail: it’s an old saying. But that’s where we are today as developed societies: science is reshaping our morality and social thought, when a genuinely sane culture would have it the other way around. Human beings use tools, but in using them, our tools also use and change us. They shape our choices and channel our perceptions. They modify the way
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128we think, what we think about, and the way we live our lives. Not every human problem, though, can be solved with a hammer. And not every human need or longing can be met by the tools of science or technology, because both lack the vocabulary to respect, or even to understand, those qualities about being “human” that are most unique and precious, and can’t be materially measured.
	The fatal flaw in our modern idolatry of science is that scientism—the materialist philosophy that attaches itself like a diseased tick to genuine science—has an idea of man that is too big and too small at the same time. We’re less than gods but more than smart monkeys. And the glory that God intends for each of us can only be found one way, through one Man.
	It’s worth remembering that Joseph, the human stepfather of Jesus, was a tekton, a carpenter and builder. So was Jesus himself. Jesus would have known, from a very early age, the feeling of sweat and stone and wood, the sting of splinters in his hands, and the satisfaction of shaping raw material to human need. He would have learned from Joseph real skill at his labor and a respect for the ingenuity of his craft. But he also would have learned the proper place of his work and tools in a genuinely human life, a life shaped by prayer, study in the synagogue, love for his family and people, and a reverence for the Torah, the Word of God. He also would have understood the treasure of silence, and Scripture tells us that Jesus sought it out.
	But that’s not where we’re heading in 2020. Americans
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love their tools. And tools are ideas made tangible and useable; ideas instrumentalized. Most popular writing on cutting-edge technologies like artificial intelligence is lavishly positive. Tech news has the sunny quality of a well-crafted commercial—which is what it is, because a technological society, by its nature, is permanently restless and dissatisfied with limits of any kind. We’re sold a future bright with leisure, community, family time, travel, robot servants, and working from home in comfort. Some of it will come true. Much of it will have the same bogus reality as the state’s miraculously withering away in Marxist fantasies. But what will certainly come true is a massive increase in the ingenuity of war-making, surveillance, privacy invasion, and genetic experimentation. Because it’s already happening.
	Where we actually may be heading is sketched in “The Great Decoupling,” a chapter in Homo Deus (“Man-God”), a book by the best-selling Israeli historian and philosopher Yuval Noah Harari. As Harari notes:
 
Liberals uphold free markets and democratic elections because they believe that every human is a uniquely valuable individual, whose free choices are the ultimate source of authority. In the twenty-first century, three practical developments might make this belief obsolete:
1. Humans will lose their economic and military usefulness; hence the economic and political system will stop attaching much value to them.
2. The system will continue to find value in humans collectively but not in unique individuals.
3. The system will still find value in some unique individuals, but these will constitute a new elite of upgraded superhumans rather than the mass of the population.12
 
Later, Harari observes that liberal society
 
sanctifies the narrating-self [i.e., the human individual], and allows it to vote in the polling stations, in the supermarket, and in the marriage market. For centuries this made good sense, because though the narrating-self believed in all kinds of fictions and fantasies, no alternative system knew me [i.e., as a distinct human individual] better. Yet once we have a system that really does know me better, it will be foolhardy to leave authority in the hands of the narrating-self.
	Liberal habits such as democratic elections will become obsolete, because Google will be able to represent even my own political opinions better than I am.13
 
Harari’s ideas may sound outlandish, but there’s a reason Big Tech companies treat his work with keen interest and respect. And it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see where his insights might lead if only a fraction of them were to come true. Harari’s work has echoes of Huxley’s Brave New World (1932). It also reminds the alert reader of H. G. Wells’s rambling and bizarre “future history,” The
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Shape of Things to Come (1933). The Wells novel posits, more or less favorably, a world ruled by science where religious leaders have been exterminated for the good of the species. In contrast to Wells, Harari isn’t a booster of the trends he describes. They worry him deeply. But he’s crippled by the low horizon of his own anthropology, his idea of who man is: i.e., merely an animal, an intelligent chimpanzee.14
Here’s the moral of these observations. The next time we hear someone tutor us about “the rightful place of science” when it comes to conflicts over bioethics, genetics, Big Data, and other sensitive matters of human dignity, we’d do well to examine who—or what—shaped his ideas, and where his ideas lead.
	As Scripture says, “I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse; therefore choose life that you and your descendants may live” (Deut 30:19). We are the subjects, not the objects, of God’s creation. But, of course, we need to believe that and then act like it—and then work to ensure that our culture does the same.
 
	Rod Serling had a gift for storytelling. His genius was dark fantasy. His series The Twilight Zone (1959–64) is still in reruns; many see it as some of the best television ever made. Not so widely known is his follow-up series Night Gallery (1969–73). Serling had less control of the content. But it was Night Gallery that produced Serling’s most memorable story: “The Caterpillar.”
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132The plot is simple. Steven Macy is a bored colonial civil servant in the jungles of Borneo. Living with him is a British couple, the Warwicks. Macy takes an interest in the young and comely Mrs. Warwick. He wants Mr. Warwick out of the way, but in a manner that will not arouse suspicion. So he hires a local criminal who secures a special caterpillar-like insect, a unique kind of earwig. The man will sneak into the house at night and place the insect to crawl into Mr. Warwick’s ear canal while he’s sleeping. The earwig will burrow into the husband’s brain. When it does, Warwick will go mad and die as his brain is slowly devoured from within, and Macy will console the lovely widow. But there’s a hitch. The criminal gets confused in the dark. He places the insect on the wrong pillow in the wrong bedroom. The earwig burrows into the brain of Macy, not Warwick.
	Macy experiences days of horrific pain and hallucinations. But miraculously he survives—only to discover that the earwig was female, and her eggs are about to hatch inside his head.
	In real life, of course, there’s no such insect. But “The Caterpillar” is a perfect metaphor for the theories, doctrines, ideas, and ideologies that have consumed the minds and devoured the lives of men and women for the past two hundred years. The result has been madness and suffering.
	All of us humans believe in something. It’s a basic instinct of our species. We all worship something. We all give our lives to something, no matter how foolish, how
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perverse, or how well we disguise what we’re doing from ourselves and from others. The bigger the lie, the more unreal and discarnate the idea or belief, the more it will feed on its followers in order to seem real and alive.
	One such system of lies—National Socialism—fed on the Jewish mother of Jean-Marie Lustiger at Auschwitz. Speaking in 1998 as the archbishop of Paris, Lustiger noted that the postwar liberal world, fatigued by utopian extremism, had tried to turn away from the “strong gods” of ideology, race, and similar totems.15 But in doing so, it simply chose different totems. It sought to prevent fanaticism in the future by softening people’s passions with material comforts and distractions. That required a massive stress on scientific and technological progress. And it had great success. But, said Lustiger, the effect of a technology-driven culture has been to cocoon humanity in a fever of appetites and insulate it from reality:
 
Man is now surrounded, besieged, overwhelmed by innumerable objects that have been manufactured and provided by others to serve their own interests rather than his personal development.
	These products of human labor and creativity interfere between man and man, and also between man and reality. They even become man’s master . . . [and] finally gain a power of life and death over him. Man’s production dominates man. Fiction rules man. The social and educational consequences of such an alienation [by man’s own tools] are already too manifest.
 
	Lustiger argued that what the West has actually created in the place of religion is a “world of everything here and now, a parody of eternity.” And the various and brutal enemies of Western culture “that aim at bringing down our consumer society” only worsen the liberal Promethean temptation by adding “a no less mindless will to power to the materialistic idolatry of the senses.”
Critics of religion will note, rightly, that ideas about “God” have been the excuse for great violence over the centuries. The Old Testament is awash in blood. Christians had the Inquisition, Crusades, and the Wars of Religion. And Islam, from its birth, is one long story of armed conquest and war against “unbelievers.” Or so the argument goes.
	Believers will respond, also rightly, that mass murder in the name of modern ideologies, often with an alibi of science and the tools of technology, dwarfs all past religious violence combined. If we ask who has the bloodier hands, secular authority easily wins.
	As Lustiger would add, though, the sins of our critics can’t excuse our own sins. The truth makes us free. Acknowledging the sins of Church leaders, clergy, and lay faithful frees us to start again the work of the Gospel. Facing this fact sparked one of the great moments of the St. John Paul II era. In December 1999, the Vatican’s International Theological Commission published Memory
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and Reconciliation: The Church and the Faults of the Past.16 Designed to prepare for the Jubilee Year 2000, it sought “repentance for the wrongs of the past.” In a homily, John Paul asked
 
pardon for the divisions which have occurred among Christians, for the violence some have used in the service of the truth, and for the distrustful and hostile attitudes sometimes taken towards the followers of other religions.
	Let us confess, even more, our responsibilities as Christians for the evils of today. We must ask ourselves what our responsibilities are regarding atheism, religious indifference, secularism, ethical relativism, the violations of the right to life, disregard for the poor in many countries.
	We humbly ask forgiveness for the part which each of us has had in these evils by our own actions, thus helping to disfigure the face of the Church.17
 
In the years since 1999, the silence from many other secular and religious authorities regarding their own many past sins has, unfortunately, been deafening. Their silence speaks to their own hypocrisy, and to the contrasting honesty and humility of Christian witness. But why is any of that relevant in a chapter on toxic ideas? What makes the fact of Christian self-indictment and repentance important, or even possible?
The answer is simply this: the Christian faith is
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not—or rather, not mainly—an idea or system of ideas. Its doctrines are important. Its record of scholarship, its cultural impact, and its intellectual vigor over two millennia are astonishing. But in the end, these things are secondary. Each in isolation is the stuff of museums. The beating heart of Christianity, the source of its endurance and life, is love. The Christian faith is a relationship of trust and love with the person of Jesus Christ, the living Son of the living God, or it’s nothing at all. Or worse, it’s a deceitful sham.
	We can’t love an idea or a tool or an ideology, and it can’t love us back. We can’t love “humanity,” which is simply another, bigger idea, abstracted from the faceless masses. We can only love persons, in all their beautiful and annoying flesh and blood presence. It is love, even more than reason, which makes us human. It is love, even more than reason, that softens anger, leads us to forgive, and tempers justice with mercy. Love is implausible because it can cost so much and so often makes no practical sense. Why shouldn’t we euthanize the severely disabled? Why shouldn’t we let the poor and the elderly die? In a world that runs on the machinery of results, reason suggests that such persons are dead weight. But love is the fruit of the human heart, and the heart, as the great Catholic scientist and theologian Blaise Pascal said, “has its reasons, which reason cannot know.”
Jesus Christ is human like us. Historically he lived, worked, laughed, and wept like us. He suffered, died, and rose for us. And he lives with us still in the sensate
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experiences of bread and wine, in the Word of God, and in the transformed lives of those who truly know and love him. Ideas have consequences, but they’re finally lifeless things. Christianity is alive because Jesus Christ is alive; alive now in the world, and alive in the hearts of those who truly believe in him.
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CHAPTER 7
 

THE TIES THAT BIND
 
“A society based on ‘agape’ alone is all very well, but it will not reproduce itself: nor will it produce the crucial relation— that between parent and child—which is the basis on which we can begin to understand our relation to God. Hence the redemption of the erotic lies at the heart of every viable social order.”
Roger Scruton
 
In the spring of 2012, Pope Benedict XVI approached the Church in Philadelphia with a request: Would we host the Eighth World Meeting of Families, set for 2015, if asked? I’d been Philadelphia’s archbishop for barely eight months. The archdiocese was mired in legal and financial crises. Media hostility was high. Lay and priestly morale was low. Welcoming families from around the globe, and the Pope himself, to such an environment would be unwise. This seemed obvious. Or so I thought.
	The opposite was true. Our people stepped up enthusiastically. So did our deacons and priests. The local
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140Jewish, Mormon, and other religious communities gave great support. So did businesses and foundations. So did local, state, and federal government. Despite the challenges it faced, the 2015 World Meeting of Families, with its many liturgies, teaching sessions, and entertainments, was a huge success. It surpassed our best hopes in attendance, content, and even finances. It was capped by a visit from Pope Francis, who succeeded Benedict XVI in 2013. More than eight hundred thousand people lined the city’s streets to greet him. Thousands more were turned away; security couldn’t process them quickly enough. Sitting with Francis as he traveled in the Popemobile, I watched his surprise turn to happy shock at the size and joy of the welcoming crowds.
	A papal visit has its own special appeal. But the heart of the 2015 meeting’s success was its focus: the importance of the family. Throughout history, people have lived, worked, and died to nourish and protect their families. And for good reason. The family, rooted in the fertile differences between the sexes, is a cornerstone of human identity. It’s a deep source of security and personal meaning. It gives each of us a home and a role in the world that links past generations to the future.
	The family’s work, though, goes well beyond the individual. “In the family,” wrote Aristotle, “are found the original sources and wellsprings of friendship, constitutional government, and justice.”1 The family ingrains moral character. It forms habits of work, mutual respect,
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and self-mastery. It thus undergirds every other social institution. Strong families make healthy societies. Weak and broken families do the opposite.
	As Pope Francis said at the start of his ministry: “The family is the salt of the earth and the light of the world; it is the leaven of society.” Family structure has varied over culture and time. But kinship always matters. Blood relations are life’s most powerful glue. They’re also its strongest source of mutual loyalties and self-sacrifice. They explain why a mother will choose adoption over abortion, giving life rather than death to her “inconvenient” child. They explain why parents will cherish a child with grave disabilities, when reason and utility would urge otherwise. They explain why parents will give up comforts, and even necessities, to pay for a child’s excellent education.
	Humans are resilient creatures, and children often survive and thrive under the most challenging circumstances. Single-parent and blended families can be heroic examples of love. But a vast amount of research shows what, in a saner age, would be obvious. Families with two biological parents who remain married—i.e., a loving mother and father—produce the best outcomes for their children. Such children, on average, are happier and more mature. They do better in school. They have fewer health, behavioral, and emotional problems. And they achieve more success in adult life than children from other family structures.2 It’s thus no surprise that America’s upper classes, no matter how permissive or progressive their politics might
141
142be, have lower divorce and nonmarital birth rates than the poor and the middle classes. What they preach and what they do can sometimes be very different things.
	Nor is it a surprise, as research and married friends confirm, that the fidelity of a loving husband and wife results, over time, in a sexual intimacy deeper than anything possible in serial encounters. The irony here is rich: the same high wall of exclusiveness that marriage and family use to surround sex with privacy also allows its greatest experience and enjoyment. Real sexual intimacy comes from the mutual giving of persons as whole persons, not merely bodies. As countless poets, philosophers, and lovers have said, desire for the beloved starts and ends in the beloved’s eyes, windows on the soul and the complex reality of another. The only “liberation” produced by reducing the body to a machine, an instrument of mere appetite and will, is the unmooring of sex from meaning. This is why is so much of today’s marketing that exploits sex to sell products excludes the human face. Without the face and eyes, the body is simply a thing of commerce.
	So the family is important. This should be obvious. But obvious or not, the family now suffers from the nature of modern life. One of the few positives in the 2020 coronavirus pandemic was the time spent with family by many people otherwise chained or addicted to their work. As Erica Komisar, an East Coast psychoanalyst, wrote:
 
“Mommy, I like coronavirus because I get to spend time with you,” a patient of mine, a lawyer, quoted her son as saying. With schools closed, social events postponed and workplaces empty, usually busy professionals find themselves at home baking cookies, playing games, watching movies and doing arts and crafts to keep their children occupied. Some are surprised to find they enjoy it. . . .
	In a self-occupied world, the coronavirus is making people reassess their priorities and values. The U.S. is one of the hardest-working countries in the world. . . . [But] America’s productivity comes at a price—the emotional well-being of families and children. Maybe it takes a crisis like the Covid-19 pandemic to make us slow down and ask why we’re so intense about work.3
 
Similar thoughts were shared by Elizabeth Seay, a New York news editor. Seay spoke powerfully of friends and other “parents who [had] worked long hours before.” Now, in “a time of great fear, they [had] the guilty, secret pleasure of finally having time with their children.”4
Many urban professionals, of course, had the resources during COVID-19 to make family-friendly changes in their work lives. Some did. Many people in lower income groups did not, because they could not. Meanwhile, throughout the pandemic, newspapers ran increasingly strange lifestyle headlines like “There’s No [Beauty] Salon Like Home,” “Grieving Together While Staying Apart,” and—maybe most tellingly—“My Girlfriend Is a Chatbot.”
The chatbot report told of a virus-quarantined single
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man, Michael A., falling in love with “Charlie,” the female AI bot on his smartphone. It was a story eerily like the 2013 movie Her. But this case was quite real.5 The same story went on to note “a loneliness epidemic, sparked by a rise in solo living among the elderly and millennials.” Makers of another female chatbot, “Mitsuku,” added that many of its users had “mailed [Mitsuku] handwritten love letters, flowers, cards, candy, and even money to the company’s office.” Another AI creator in the chatbot field spoke of the “amazing” current scope of people’s companionship deficit.
	What’s going on? Simply this: We nod piously at the value of marriage and family. But our nation’s life is now ordered to weaken both. Suicide, self-neglect, and abuse were already issues among the elderly. That was before the coronavirus. The pandemic increased their isolation. It also raised ugly questions about rationing health care for the old and chronically ill.6 The “loneliness epidemic” is now a major American problem. It’s especially pervasive among aging baby boomers. In their childbearing years, they raised families much smaller in size than past generations. Now that they’re old, they have much smaller kinship networks for support.
	But loneliness and anxiety also plague many teens and young adults. Companies now scramble to meet the rising mental-health needs of their young workers.7 A 2020 survey by Cigna, the health giant, showed that 61 percent of US adults battle loneliness. That’s a 7 percent rise since 2018.8 In the past, intergenerational households passed
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a family’s story from grandparents, through parents, to grandchildren in a natural cycle. People knew the forces that shaped their parents’ lives, and thus, in part, their own lives. This is no longer the case.9 Mobility increases the physical distance among family members. It also easily grows the emotional distance.
	Two factors compound these isolating trends. The first is the nation’s fertility rate; the second, its marriage rate. In 2017, 3.85 million babies were born in the United States. This was the lowest figure in thirty years. The number of children an American woman will likely bear in her lifetime is now 1.8. This is close to the historic low, in 1976, of 1.7. At the same time, many “middle-class Americans are forsaking marriage amid financial insecurity, effectively making the institution more of a luxury good enjoyed by prosperous Americans.”10
Over the past forty years, the middle three-fifths of US earners—historically, the country’s economic backbone— have seen the biggest drop in marriage rates. Money worries lead more couples to live together without marrying. Education, or the lack of it, also matters. In the last four decades, the share of high school–educated adults who are married has fallen 19 percentage points. In contrast, the share of adults with a college degree who are married has slipped only 8 percentage points. As lowand moderateskill manufacturing jobs dry up, marriage rates decline. “One explanation is that the diminished economic power of men makes them less likely to marry,” the Wall Street Journal reports, and simultaneously, “men may be less
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146motivated to work because they aren’t married.”11 As for women, the writer Gina Tomaine spoke for many of her careerist millennial friends: “If I have a baby, I’ll end up poor and depressed. This way of thinking is a hallmark of my generation.”12
Marriage decline drives family decline. And, inevitably, family decline drives not just social decline but the decline of religious faith.13
 
	One of the themes, explicit or otherwise, of this text so far has been our chronic human temptation to idolatry. The First Commandment anchors the Decalogue. It’s the Big One; every other Commandment flows from it. So does every element of the moral life. Only God is God. Only God deserves our worship. But with brief lives in a harsh world, we hunger for security and control. So we give ourselves with disordered passion to lesser, more manageable gods of our own making: ideas, techniques, tools, nations, persons, leaders, causes, and institutions that sooner or later betray and consume us. That can include even the family.
	As popes and saints remind us, the family is a “domestic church.” Ruled by wisdom and love, it’s the womb of faith. The historian and social analyst Christopher Lasch, from a purely secular perspective, described the family as our “haven in a heartless world.” But the family can also be a place of domination and violence. The Fourth Commandment enjoins us to honor our fathers and mothers.
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And rightly so: They give us life. They sustain and form us through childhood. But parents can forget that their spouse and their children belong finally to God. Husband and wife, mother and father, are stewards. They’re not owners. At their worst, a married couple can treat each other as little more than property and means to an end. A father can refuse to accept or respect the adult freedom of his daughter. And few characters are more chilling than the hellish mother in C. S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce, bent on controlling—and almost consuming—her son, even in death, in the guise of maternal “love.”
In practice, nearly everyone longs for a good family. And in practice, nearly every family is a mix of sacrifice and selfishness, light and dark, fractures and healing. Culture works symbiotically with the family. As we’ve already seen, strong families make a strong society. But a healthy society, to remain so, must also serve the health of families. In our country, in our time, at least four factors work against that process.
	The first factor is our political system itself. Recall that John Locke, a founder of liberal thought, had little use for the traditional sense of family structure. For Locke, marriage was a contract between two autonomous individuals: a man and a woman. It served a practical need: the bearing and raising of children. At no time was it covenantal. It did not make two discrete persons “one flesh.” Parental authority was provisional, not natural. Marriage could be dissolved once its child-based utility was complete.
	Alexis de Tocqueville captured the logic of these views
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in his masterwork on the early United States, Democracy in America. In pursuing the freedom of the individual— and if left unchecked—democracy tolerates no “ties that bind” one person to another without his or her continuing consent. A subtle distrust of marriage and the family, which are always filled with unforeseen duties, is thus hardwired into democracy’s DNA. For Christians, this poses a problem. On the one hand, ample Christian scholarship supports the good in democratic institutions. But democracy’s dark side is also real. For political philosopher Robert Kraynak,
 
[T]he Christian family is a heterosexual and monogamous union commanded by divine law for the sake of procreation and love, an image of God in human beings in their longing for immortality and self-giving love. These features alone make the Christian family controversial in modern democratic society where gay rights, abortion rights, and feminism challenge the natural and divine foundation of the family.14
 
As Kraynak notes, there’s more. The Christian meaning of “equality” differs sharply from the secular, egalitarian sense of the word. Husband and wife share family leadership as partners, but they have different skills and roles. They’re not interchangeable units. God loves each of us infinitely, making every person’s life and dignity sacred. But he also loves each of us in a particular and unrepeatable way, as a parent loves his or her children; in
148
149
other words, uniquely, not “equally” in a political sense. The biblical authority structure of the Christian family is, finally, undemocratic. And that can be a magnet for ill will. In an age of pervasive and permissive mass media— permissive toward some causes; bigoted toward others— Christian convictions about sex and the family do not fare well.15
The second factor working against a healthy society and its families is economic. It’s foolish to downplay, as some Christian leaders do, the market economy’s good effects. Market economies, based on supply and demand, are far from perfect, but they’ve lifted tens of millions of people out of poverty. They’ve improved the quality of life for many millions of others. Centrally planned, state-dominated “command” economies, by contrast, have failed—badly—to do the same. In the process, they’ve ruined the social health and political culture of one nation after another. And they’ve led to great suffering at the popular level.
	The Church has a long history, codified in papal teaching over the last century, of support for private property and responsible free commerce. The key word, of course, is “responsible.” Businesses have social obligations. These go beyond turning a profit. Workers, as well as owners and shareholders, have rights. Catholic belief affirms the dignity of work and its importance for the well-being of individuals and families. A just economy, in the words of economist Michael Bordo and historian Harold James, “allows for the basic conditions necessary for the existence,
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interaction, and well-being of human beings: clean water, adequate food, housing, and means of communication,” among other needs. This requires the entrepreneurial freedom to innovate and produce new goods, tools, and services.16 But that freedom comes with a mortgage: a fair living wage for the worker and respect for the communities served. This isn’t the economy we currently have.
	Globalization has served America’s wealthy top tier quite well. But as lower-skilled jobs disappear, middle and working-class wages have stagnated—or, worse, declined. This often forces both parents out of the home and into the workforce, disrupting family life. It also keeps many families from saving even for emergencies.
	Today’s consumer economy thrives on creating and satisfying not just needs but constantly new appetites. The results are predictable. In February 2020, before the coronavirus hit the United States, American credit-card debt had reached a record $930 billion. Payment delinquency was the highest in eight years; the problem was worst among the young. And total household debt had broken another record, rising to $14.15 trillion.17 Then the pandemic arrived in March 2020. Much of the economy shut down, and low-income workers and their families suffered the first and ugliest pain.18
Our economic dilemma was captured best, perhaps, by the essayist Wendell Berry. More than a decade ago, he warned that as our stress on individual liberties, fantasies, and appetites has grown,
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the liberty and power of most individuals has declined. Most people are now finding that they are free to make very few significant choices. It is becoming steadily harder for ordinary people—the unrich, the unprivileged—to choose a kind of work for which they have a preference, a talent or a vocation, to choose where they will live, to choose to work (or to live) at home, or even to choose to raise their own children. . . . We try to be “emotionally self-sufficient” at the same time that we are entirely and helplessly dependent for our “happiness” on an economy that abuses us along with everything else.19
 
	The third factor working against today’s families is the unintended effect of scientific and technological advances. The good side of these advances is obvious. Most people spent much of the 2020 pandemic quarantined at home. Tools like FaceTime and Zoom allowed families to stay in touch. Many parents could work from home. Many students continued their learning online.
	The dark side can be less evident. In December 2018, the online combat videogame Fortnite had 200 million users globally, mainly young males. By March 2019, the number had grown to 250 million. Reports noted that “Fortnite is not only reshaping how boys spend their time, but how they communicate.” In practice, it “tears[s] at family relationships in a way that few if any videogames have done before.” Parents claimed that “technology has gotten too skilled at seizing children’s brains.”20
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152Fortnite was just a videogame, hardly a lethal blow to human dignity. Games come and go, and every new tech toy or tool risks an overheated backlash of alarmism. But concern for electronic diversions and their impact on the mental health and development of children is now widespread.21 And family-related technology issues are now much bigger than device addiction. From “the economics of [human] egg freezing” to websites that match singles “who want to [have and] share a child without any romantic” entanglements, it’s a brave new world.22 Writing of mitochondrial replacement therapy—i.e., in vitro fertilization (IVF) with genetic material from three different adults, or “kinship engineering”—Brendan Foht observed that
 
As new technologies offer us more power over human genetics and reproduction, questions about whether we will exercise that power over future generations responsibly become more urgent. . . . The willingness of the fertility industry to use experimental technologies like three-parent IVF to satisfy the kinship desire of prospective parents, even when it means putting the health of the child at risk, bodes ill for how they will use the even more powerful technologies of genetic engineering now on the horizon.23
 
	Of course, for those who just want to forget it all— infidelities, polyamory, bad divorces, ugly breakups, fractured families—there’s always the Eternal Sunshine of the
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Spotless Mind option. Or there soon will be. The plot of the 2004 film starring Kate Winslet and Jim Carrey imagined a scientific technique that could erase the unwanted memories of a failed romance. It was an ingenious story, but implausible. Except that by 2013, something exactly like it had already been done.24
 
	Blood is thicker than water. So the saying goes. And so experience teaches. Family relations are instinctive. They’re the strongest ties that bind people together. They imbed us in unchosen but life-sustaining networks of mutual obligation. Those networks can bend. They can adapt as social conditions change. But with or without a religious framework, they’re intensely durable over time. Which brings us to the fourth factor working against today’s families. Hostility to the idea of the family itself— mother, father, children, and extended relations—is a unique mark of the modern era.
	Most nineteenth-century revolutionaries, like Marx and Engels, despised the family. They saw it as a creature, but also a perpetrator, of bad historical forces. Thus, when the Bolsheviks seized power in 1918, they took steps to “liberate” Russian sexuality. They sought to loosen family relations. Their focus, though, was mainly economic. A socialist economy, they believed, would slowly remove the need for traditional family structure. This never came close to happening. In practice, family life suffered under the Soviet state—but it endured and survived.
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154The more central nineteenth-century figure for our thoughts about the family is therefore Auguste Comte.
	The founder of positivism and a “religion of humanity,” Comte was the father of sociology. His influence on the course of the early social sciences was strong; his work was used widely at the time by secularizing activists in Britain and the United States.
	For Comte, the “God question” was irrelevant. God didn’t exist, and wasting time on disproving him was useless. The only legitimate knowledge was scientific fact. The supernatural was meaningless. Thus, as with the physical world, Comte argued that human behavior followed certain laws. Those laws could be discovered. They could then be applied by experts to rationalize human relations and reconstruct society.
	Comte’s influence has diminished over time. Today’s social sciences provide a wide range of indispensable data to policymakers, and many capable Catholic and other Christian professionals work in the social-research field. Yet habits of Comte’s thought—man as an object of study like any other object, and scientific fact as the only true knowledge—remain strong. In general, the social sciences are far more prone to political pressure and manipulation than the natural sciences, such as physics. And in education, they’ve had a damaging effect on the humanities, deconstructing literature and the arts through the various lenses of gender, class, and other forms of social analysis. In practice, they provide a new kind of clergy-like expertise,
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displacing theology with psychology. As a result, Neil Postman, among other scholars, argued that the social sciences aren’t really “science” at all; rather, they’re a branch of moral philosophy. And they’ve had their professional tools adopted and used by some of the family’s worst enemies.
	Two examples will illustrate the point: feminist Shulamith Firestone and psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich. Astute readers familiar with those names may note, correctly, that both persons took their thinking to unusual extremes; Firestone and Reich do not reflect mainstream social-science scholarship. But the effect of extreme views is still potent. They often embody the purest logic of an argument and signal its end result. They force the borders of acceptable discourse to extend. And they make previously excessive views seem more reasonable.
	Shulamith Firestone played a founding role in the radical feminism of the late 1960s and ’70s. Her manifesto, The Dialectic of Sex (1970), remains a part of many university-level women’s and gender studies programs. In it, she claimed that feminists need to question “not just all of Western culture, but the organization of culture itself, and further, even the very organization of nature.” She borrowed from the “scientific approach” of Marx and Engels. She then applied it to her theory of female sexual exploitation and “the biological family [as] an inherently unequal power distribution” that oppressed women. For Firestone,
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The end goal of feminist revolution must be, unlike that of the first feminist movement, not just the elimination of male privilege, but of the sex distinction itself. . . . The reproduction of the species by one sex for the benefit of both would be replaced by (at least the option of ) artificial reproduction: Children would be born to both sexes equally, or independently of either, however one chooses to look at it; the dependence of the child on the mother (and vice versa) would give way to a greatly shortened dependence on a small group of others in general. . . . The tyranny of the biological family would be broken.25
 
Wilhelm Reich preceded Firestone by a generation. Austrian by birth and a medical doctor, Reich was also the author, in the mid-1930s, of The Sexual Revolution.26 The text is a ferocious attack on “the fiasco of compulsory sexual morality.” It especially targets the “patriarchal, authoritarian family.” Such families, Reich argued, produce authoritarian personalities, who then create turmoil and violence.27
	Starting from the socialist left, Reich soon fell out with his former comrades over his views on sex. He endorsed free sex-play for children and adolescents as a matter of mental hygiene. He loathed traditional family structure as the root of fascism and the source of cultural dysfunction. He argued that no revolution could finally succeed without first transforming human sexual relations. He called for a “new, rational, scientific order of life.” And he
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argued that American society, despite its nominally Christian majority, was the likeliest home for that new sexual order. The reasons were simple: its deep streak of individual liberty, its aggressive pragmatism, and its conflicted Puritan past.
	Shulamith Firestone died alone and poor in 2012, after decades of struggling with schizophrenia. Reich, widely rejected for his “pseudoscience,” died in a Pennsylvania prison in 1957, after years of pushing increasingly eccentric theories.
	But dismissing their legacies would be a mistake. Reich’s book was prophetic. It foreshadowed with keen insight the 1960s sexual revolution. He influenced a generation of significant writers like Michel Foucault, Norman Mailer, J. D. Salinger, William S. Burroughs, Saul Bellow, and Allen Ginsberg. And Firestone’s feminist manifesto, even today, has a compelling energy and perverse logic. Reich, Firestone, and many others like them were powered by a furnace of rage that stamped their personal torment on an entire culture. Mainstream social science, in contrast, has been far more measured and therapeutic in its treatment of the family. But as Christopher Lasch noted, its experts have often been no friendlier toward traditional family structure—only more gradual in their approach.28
Lasch argued that starting in the 1940s and ’50s, American social science, “the science of social hygiene,” came into its own with “imperial immodesty.” Psychiatrists and other experts in the helping professions began to view child-rearing as “the last stand of the amateur” and “to
157
158apply to the family, techniques already perfected in industrial management.” Enlightened opinion, Lasch wrote, “now identified itself with the medicalization of society: the substitution of medical and psychiatric authority for the authority of parents, priests and lawgivers.” The influence of parents declined, not from widespread parental failure but because “organized interest groups, such as the health and welfare professions” pushed “their own conceptions of the world, which compete[d] with those of the family.”29
The lesson is this. Protecting the family today won’t be achieved with sentimental religious pieties, and even less through a naïve over-reliance on professional family experts. Renewing family life will require a healthy skepticism toward the secular culture that surrounds us, an appropriate caution regarding its tools, and an active, convicted Christian witness of courage, intelligence, and love. And that demands a faith rooted in the one thing that finally matters: a living relationship with Jesus Christ.
 
To borrow a thought from Catherine of Siena, nothing great is ever achieved without suffering. No one wants to suffer. No healthy person seeks suffering. But most people do know that accomplishing anything important is hard. Suffering can be fruitful if we understand its roots and channel it toward good ends. Which brings us to a few final thoughts from the swamp of social science.
	Alexis de Tocqueville saw that democracy isolates the
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individual in the name of liberty. Wendell Berry attacked the gigantism of modern life, how it turns persons into passive recipients of meaningless choices. And Christopher Lasch, along with his concerns for the family, often warned of the modern prevalence of a “minimal self.”30 Under siege, he claimed, a person’s self shrinks to a defensive core. Its focus becomes little more than a struggle for psychic survival. In effect, despite all our culture’s noise about the wonders of “you” and “me” as individuals (i.e., each of us as a consumer), the scope of our problems and institutions leaves us feeling powerless. Many people seek escape in distractions. Others try to validate the self in hidden, sexually transgressive ways—in what the jargon of social science calls the “backspaces of playful deviance.”31
Put simply: The flaw in the modern self is not that it’s too strong. On the contrary, it’s too weak. Today’s consumer life is ordered toward creating that weakness. While flattering the individual self, it also controls the self with massive amounts of advertising, media fantasies, and a seemingly unlimited range of material choices.
	Strong families do the opposite. At their best, they build strong individuals. Who we are as “selves” is largely the product of formation and nourishment by others. The forge of a mature, resilient self is the family ruled by intentional love. Scripture describes love as being “strong as death” (Song 8:6). And for good reason: nothing has more persuasive power than self-sacrifice: the example, sustained over time, of giving oneself to or for another, purely for the sake of the other.
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160That kind of love, the real kind of love, shapes the life of a child. The child may one day stray from it, but he or she will never escape its memory and effect. Predictably, given its power, real love also has a cost—a cost in discomfort and suffering. The cheap and impermanent nature of sex relations in current American life disguises an evasion, even a hatred, of love’s cost and the personal entanglements it brings. But the cost is justified by the return: the child shaped in virtue by parental love becomes the adult grounded in a strong identity and deep humanity. And such a person is much harder to dominate.
	So how do we get such families? And such persons? No one in recent memory matches Karol Wojtyla, Pope John Paul II, for the work he did in advancing Catholic thought on the dignity of marriage and the family.
	Starting with his encyclical Redemptor Hominis (“Redeemer of Man”), through his teachings on the vocation of women and the dignity of older people, his apostolic exhortation Familiaris Consortio (“On the Family”), and his “Letter to Families” and “Letter to Children,” John Paul enriched the whole range of Catholic reflection on human identity and sexuality. His 1994 “Letter to Families” is especially striking. John Paul reminds us that the body is more than a product of evolution; it’s more than raw material to be reengineered. And marriage is more than an alliance of feeling. It necessarily involves two complementary bodies, male and female, becoming one flesh.
	By training, John Paul was a philosopher. But he was
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also a skilled pastor. He enjoyed and connected avidly with everyday people. He spoke to their worries, hopes, and needs. In a sense, his life illustrated the words of Catherine of Siena: the suffering wrought by a bloody world war and two vicious totalitarian regimes made him stronger, more real, more human. Thus, his teaching reaffirmed with uncommon beauty and depth the lessons of long Christian experience. And he did it in a way easy to distill as some basic principles of family life:
 
Actions speak louder than words.
	Words should be used to speak the truth. Our actions likewise “speak” a language. Just as we can lie and abuse with our words, so we can lie and abuse with our example. A son who grows up in a home where the father mistreats the mother will have a hard time learning how to respect and love women. Personal witness shapes the world, whether we act consciously or not. Children see everything. If parents love each other, their children learn love. If parents love God, their children learn faith.
 
Freedom is not license.
	The decline of real freedom is a feature of modern life. Tolerance is revered as the badge of an enlightened people. But an unwillingness to name evil, to teach right from wrong, and to resist the behaviors that wickedness creates is a recipe for license, not freedom. John Paul stressed that authentic freedom is the ability to know and do what’s right, not necessarily what we prefer. Parents need to
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teach the same. Freedom and responsibility go hand in hand, and our responsibility is to Truth. Jesus himself said that “you will know the truth and the truth will make you free” (Jn 8:32).
	Truth is the inner structure of freedom. Truth and freedom can’t be separated. Moreover, Truth is not a disembodied idea, nor does it vary in substance for different people, times, and places. Truth is a person, the person of Jesus Christ. We conform ourselves to Truth by conforming ourselves to Jesus Christ and leading our children to do the same.
	
Knowledge is a blessing. But without wisdom, it becomes a curse.
	Knowledge ennobles the human intellect through the acquisition of facts and experience. But facts divorced from a moral framework of meaning easily turn into weapons. Wisdom is the ability to use knowledge in the right way, to the right ends. Thus, wisdom is the greater gift. We should seek wisdom first, so that the knowledge we learn serves, rather than abuses, human dignity.
	
Learn to see clearly and think critically.
	A mark of our times is the loss of critical thinking. Too often we’re willing to believe web frenzies, biased news media, or hearsay, without questioning their accuracy or prejudices. We accept being treated as targets of clever marketing. This is debasing. We need to reclaim the art of critical thinking, and we need to ingrain it in our children.
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	It’s worth recalling a story about a janitor and an art museum. On the day before a major urban art festival, participating artists arranged their exhibits. One exhibit was a pile of bricks against a wall. The artist who created it spent hours arranging the bricks in precise order. That night, the janitor made his rounds. He saw a pile of bricks against a wall. Assuming the bricks were trash, he picked them up and threw them away.
	The next morning was turmoil. Artists and guests broke into two camps trying to explain why the janitor had dumped the bricks. Some said that the janitor was “just a janitor.” Thus he couldn’t be expected to know fine art when he saw it. Others said that precisely because he was a janitor, and had long experience with trash, he knew it when he saw it. This, in a nutshell, is the art of critical thinking: the ability to know trash when we see it and to take no part in it.
	Thinking critically and seeing clearly involve developing the tools to discern good from bad, and beauty from ugliness. Families need to use those tools to engage the culture and renew it from within.
	
Teach and live the virtues.
	The Christian faith is not a collection of “thou shalt nots.” It’s an invitation to virtue, a door to the excellence of a fully human life as God intended it. In the Catholic tradition, virtues divide into two basic groups, moral and theological. Moral virtues are firm, habitual dispositions to do the good. We acquire moral virtues through human
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effort aided by God’s grace. The theological virtues—faith, hope, and love—are free gifts from God.
	Just as a muscle weakens without exercise, so too virtues go soft without constant practice. Moreover, each person is unique. Each child is uniquely prone to certain virtues and more alien to others. This is why the daily, intimate presence of faithful parents in the lives of their children is so vital. The list of virtues needed in family life is long. But near the top of the list are fidelity instead of broken promises, prudence instead of impulsiveness, patience instead of testiness, simplicity in place of confusion, humility instead of pride, courage instead of cowardice, honesty instead of excuses, forgiveness in place of revenge, and a hunger for justice instead of apathy.
 
Revere the sanctity of life.
	An openness to new life, and a reverence for all life, from conception to natural death: these are the glue of the human community, sources of hope and expressions of faith in the future. By contrast, in the words of John Paul, “a civilization inspired by [an] anti-birth mentality is not, and cannot ever be, a civilization of love.”32 Yet that’s exactly what we’ve created. And we needn’t look far for proof. Most of the nation shut down during the 2020 coronavirus pandemic. Most abortion clinics stayed open.
 
Live 1 Corinthians 13:13.
	“Faith, hope and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love.” Love is the most abused word in our
164
165
culture. The ancient Greeks had various words to express the different kinds of love. C. S. Lewis described four of them: storge, or the bond of empathy; philia, or the bond of friendship; eros, or romantic love; and agape, unselfish, sacrificial love—a reflection of God’s own love. In modern English, we have only one word; a husband can say he “loves” his wife and he “loves” cabbage. The word is the same. The meaning is rather different.
	Love is always more than a feeling. Emotions change. Feelings come and go. But real love is a choice, an act of the will. Eros produces the family. Agape sustains it. In a culture that urges us day and night to be self-focused, loving in the true sense can be hard. But if we hope to renew society, we need to renew the family. And to do that, we need love: authentic love, not a cheap replica. The “civilization of love” starts in the home.
	
Teach the habit of gratitude.
	Despite all of our modern material advantages, we live in a joyless world. It’s a world soaked in the message that we don’t have enough things, that we need more things, that we deserve more things, and that we should get the things we want right now.
	Strong families naturally refocus our hearts on gratitude, on being joyful with what we have—or, more precisely, with what God has given to us. Gratitude, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said, is the beginning of joy. And joy is worth seeking because, in the words of God’s Son, “These things I have spoken to you, that
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my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full”
(Jn 15:11).
 
Create silence.
	Romano Guardini, one of the great Catholic theologians of the last century, described the value of silence this way: “Only he who is able to be silent can speak meaningfully; otherwise he talks nonsense. . . . To be capable of silence is a virtue. He who does not know how to keep silence does the same thing with his life as a man who would only wish to exhale and not inhale. We need only to imagine this to feel terrified. The man who is never silent dissipates his humanity.”33
The devil Screwtape described noise as the music of hell. Parents might profitably check the levels of noise in their homes, and in their own lives.
	
Finally: Pray together.
	“The family that prays together, stays together.” It’s an old adage, but also a true one. Prayer needs to be a central activity of family life. Prayer binds the family together in a common project of praise and thanksgiving, and the time it involves seals the family bond. It’s in prayer that a family’s hopes can be expressed, shared, and made fruitful by the grace of God. Nothing can take its place.
	Where does this leave us?
“The family,” John Paul II wrote nearly thirty years ago, “has always been considered as the first and basic expression of man’s social nature. . . . A truly sovereign and
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spiritually vigorous nation is always made up of strong families who are aware of their vocation and mission in history.” It’s precisely because the ties of blood, kinship, and family bind us so tightly that humans will live and work and, when needed, die to have their families flourish. This explains why “the history of mankind, the history of salvation, passes by way of the family.”
It also explains why, in the words of John Paul, “the Church considers serving the family to be one of her essential duties.” Therefore, to the Church we now turn.
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CHAPTER 8
 

ECCLESIA SUA
 
“How do I typically think about the Church? Mother, when I receive the sacraments. Community, when I visit with, or work with, or I’m at Mass with fellow Catholics. I don’t think of the Church as an institution. When I see the Church referred to as an institution, it’s a red flag for me that the person is using the term to try to force a change in what she teaches.”
A consecrated woman
 
“I think the crisis in the priesthood is due, in part, to a deemphasis on the Church as spouse. A priest should understand his vocation as a husband, not as a functionary. It seems that when that [spousal] aspect of the Church is lost, the priesthood can attract men with significant sexual dysfunctions and issues relating to women. I would say that the use of the feminine personal pronoun ‘she’ in reference to the Church is essential.”
A young priest
 
People give their lives to, and for, all sorts of things. Some things are worthy. Some are not. Either way, as we’ve seen, where we focus our time and resources reveals what we treasure most. If we value a thing highly
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170enough, we’ll be willing to die for it. For many people throughout history and still to this day, the Church and the faith she teaches are, taken together, the greatest such precious thing. As I typed these words in the spring of 2020, Christians were dying by the hundreds in Nigeria at the hands of Islamist murderers. In China, North Korea, Vietnam, India, and much of the Islamic world, Catholics and other Christians endure harassment, discrimination, and violence simply because of their faith.
	Christians are now the most widely persecuted religious group on the planet. In the United States, the willingness to die for one’s faith is a matter of theory. Not so elsewhere. Christians in Africa and Asia deal with it as a tangible daily fact. Meanwhile, tens of millions of their fellow believers in Europe and the Americas seem blind to their suffering. This is partly due to the self-absorption encouraged by consumer economies. But the disinterest of most mainstream media compounds the problem.
	Why such hatred and oppression? The reason is simple. Christianity, lived properly, is never a quiet presence in any society. It always has public implications. It competes for people’s deepest loyalty by focusing the soul on the consequences of our actions not only in this life, but also for the next life. Thus, since Apostolic times, the Christian faith has always been a personal experience, but never a merely private one. By its nature, the Gospel is missionary. Believers are charged to preach, teach, and convert the world, both as individuals and as a community.
	As a result, Christians have always come together to
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share and worship in the ekklesia, the Greek word (ecclesia in Latin) for those “called out” into public assembly. This is the source of our understanding of “Church.” And it refers both to local church communities and to the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church of the Nicene Creed.
	All Christians have some sense of belonging to a “church.” But for Catholics, Church authority, tradition, and structure are especially robust. This gives the Catholic faith several great strengths. It has a powerful missionary focus. It has a long tradition of intellectual and cultural excellence, a heritage integrating faith, reason, beauty, and the arts. It has a real and vivid global unity. And with that unity comes the durability to survive extraordinary persecution. These same strengths, though, can also breed problems. The first is institutional sclerosis. The second is a kind of ecclesiolatry, or stressing the doctrines and offices of the Church in an unbalanced way, at the expense of immersing ourselves in God’s Word and pursuing a relationship with Jesus himself.
	Popes have spoken eloquently on the nature and importance of the Church.1 In his 1943 encyclical Mystici Corporis Christi (“On the Mystical Body of Christ”), Pius XII described the Church as man’s “only haven of salvation.” For Pius, borrowing from St. Paul (Rom 12:4–5, Col 1:18, 1 Cor 12:13), the Church is a living organism of many members with different tasks. Together these members make up the one Body of Christ on mission in the world. And united with Jesus as the head, the body is fed by the Eucharist and sustained by all the sacraments.
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172Pius underlines the importance of pope and bishops, but he also stresses the vital role all members play in the life of the Church (nos. 40–44).
	John XXIII, in his 1961 encyclical on social progress, highlighted the Church as Mater et Magistra, the “mother and teacher of all nations . . . [holding] the world in an embrace of love, that men, in every age, should find in her their own completeness in a higher order of living, and their ultimate salvation.” For Pope John, the Church is the “pillar and ground of the truth,” with Christianity “the meeting-point of earth and heaven . . . [laying] claim to the whole man, body and soul, intellect and will.”
Finally, in the midst of the Second Vatican Council, Paul VI issued the 1964 encyclical Ecclesiam Suam (“On His Church”). Like John XXIII, he describes the Church as a loving mother. But he harks back especially to Pius XII’s image of the Church and her members as the Body of Christ, the living presence of Jesus in human affairs.
	Just three months after Paul’s encyclical, the gathered council fathers built on Scripture, all these papal documents, and the long experience of the Christian community in offering the council’s thoughts on the nature of the Church. The results were two key conciliar documents. The first, in 1964, was Lumen Gentium (“Light of the Nations”), the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church. The second, in 1965, was Gaudium et Spes (“Joy and Hope”), the Pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Modern World.
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Lumen Gentium speaks of the Church as the “people of God,” a sheepfold, and a spouse: the Bride of Jesus Christ. Gaudium et Spes speaks for the Church. It affirms the good in the modern world. It seeks to “enter into dialogue” about the world’s problems. And it “offers to cooperate unreservedly with mankind in fostering a sense of brotherhood” to serve humanity’s “noble destiny.”
How these beautiful words have fared in the real world is worth pondering.
	In 2016, the University of Pennsylvania released a report on the economic “halo effect” of the Archdiocese of Philadelphia, its ministries, and local Catholic entities.2 It noted that the FY16 General Fund Budget of the City of Philadelphia was $4.0 billion. In comparison, the Archdiocese, its parishes, and its ministries contributed $4.2 billion each year to the local economy. Of that, diocesanowned high schools alone generated nearly $250 million annually, not counting the long-term effects of the strong education they delivered.
	The report projected the overall positive economic impact of the Catholic Church in the United States at $192 billion annually. It compared this with the combined FY14 state budgets of Delaware, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and New York: $182.7 billion.
	Put simply: The Church has always served the material needs of people, Catholic and otherwise, as part of her Gospel mission. She does this very well. The facts prove it. And her extraordinary witness is not diminished by the evil actions of various bad clergy and Church leaders. Her
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174good vastly outweighs the bad—especially in a culture where sexual dysfunction, sin, and crime infect nearly every profession and public institution.
	Increasingly, though, none of this matters. As political philosopher Patrick Deneen notes, many of America’s cultural leaders have grown more and more hostile to any “carriers of tradition and morality that [are] viewed as obstacles to full realization of equal liberty,” particularly in the realm of sex. And first in their gunsights is the Catholic Church.3
The social usefulness of the Church is thus a weak defense against hatred of her beliefs. The modern world that Gaudium et Spes spoke to so sincerely is often far more determined to convert the Church than to be converted by her. The City of Philadelphia, for example, was happy in 2018 to force the local Church into a long legal battle over foster care. The city’s sole purpose was to coerce foster care services to refer children to homosexual couples; the proven quality of Church-related services and the gravity of religious conviction were irrelevant to the city’s agenda. Tolerance, in today’s sexualized political regime, tends to be a very narrow, one-way street.
	Barring a cultural sea change, this will get worse. Christians in 2018–19 made up 65 percent of adult Americans. This was a 12 percent drop in one decade. At the same time, persons with no religious affiliation rose from 17 percent to 25 percent. Less than half of millennials claim to be Christian. Forty percent are unaffiliated.4
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The nation’s religious roots, historically so influential in American public life, are drying up.
	It doesn’t take a think tank to see where this can lead. Constitutional protections exist on paper. But they’re interpreted and applied by real persons on courts, and in elected and appointed positions of power. Religious freedom is only important to people who see faith as vital to the common good. Many of those people are aging out. It’s no surprise, then, that legal challenges to religious liberty have spiked over the last few decades. That will continue.
	American Catholics have gone through periods of prejudice and even occasional violence since the nation’s founding. But overall, the United States has always been a good place for religious believers, including Catholics. In the future, that may not be so. The Church is only as strong as her core: the people fully committed to her and to her mission. As the number of active American Catholics declines, so will the material resources of the Church. This is already happening. The burden of sustaining the Church and her witness will shift more heavily onto those who remain: those willing to suffer the discomfort of believing and practicing truths seen as unwelcome by a changing nation. It won’t be a pleasant experience. But it will be an honest one.
 
Two of my favorite saints are Thomas More, the layman, and John Fisher, the bishop. In life, they were friends. In
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death, they were martyred within weeks of each other, and for the same reason, by Henry VIII. Henry had broken with Rome. He claimed headship of the Church in England. They refused to cooperate. They were tried and convicted of treason in 1535. They gave their lives precisely for the Church.
	Both men had been influential. More had been a leading attorney, philosopher, and statesman, finally serving as England’s Lord Chancellor. Fisher had been chancellor of Cambridge University, a tutor of Henry VIII, and confessor and counselor to Lady Margaret, the king’s mother. Both men had been highly esteemed at court before balking at Henry’s split with the pope. Both men had a reforming spirit. Despite his privileges and the episcopal habits of his day, Fisher spent much of his time in his diocese of Rochester, then the poorest in England, serving its people. More died defending papal authority, despite his own deep misgivings about corruption in the Church and especially in Rome.
	The layman and the priest: they were friends. Both loved the Church despite her many scars from sin. Both were willing to suffer for their faith despite the cost. And therein lies a lesson. This is how the Church not only survives but gives light to the nations: not through eloquent words, as important as they can be, but through the witness of her people, the prominent few and the many more unnamed faithful who love her. It occurred to me as I wrote this text that, in my fifty years as a priest, I’d met many such good persons; too many to count. So
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one evening I sat down and made a list of basic questions about the Church. Then I sent it to several dozen women and men, clergy, lay, and religious. Each person differed in personality and background. But all had moved me, over the decades, with their genuine faith.
	Nearly everyone replied. Most answered every question. I offer some of the representative responses here, anonymous, candid, and only lightly edited for easier reading: laypersons first, since they comprise more than 90 percent of the Church; and then clergy. I’ll offer my own thoughts as this chapter concludes.
	From an attorney, wife, and mother: “How do I think of the Church? Three ways: As a dysfunctional family, but MY family that will never break up but always come back together even after a fight. Also as a tribe of blood relatives, with built-in sympathy for each other, even before they actually meet. And finally as the most brilliant community in the history of the world. I love the Church; I love her because she is brilliant, and this delights me and leads me forward. God help me, but I love brilliance. And I thank God for this never-ending stream of brilliant women and men, on and on, century after century, gleaning more and more, expressing it this way and that, challenging what is incomplete or mistaken, revealing God, and accounting for the life I see in the world better than anyone who lacks a God-horizon.”
	From a leader in men’s ministry, husband, and father: “I see the Church as mother because she brings the living presence of God into my life. Every time I enter my home parish, the Church is Mary, inviting me to come near to the creche.
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For me, there’s an overwhelming intimacy to the experience of the Church. At the same time, I think of her as an institution being run by very flawed human beings. Yet God somehow guides the whole embarrassing circus. The fact that we haven’t managed to destroy ourselves as a Church is a very real sign of God’s love for us.”
 
From a consecrated woman: “I see the Church as a mother who gave Christ to us; everything else about her flows from this, both community and institution. . . . I see and feel the Church as intimately connected to Christ, beautiful, perfect, and comforting. And she gives me such joy and hope. Then there’s the institution that has evolved around her, and maybe since it’s administered by human beings, it’s flawed because we’re so flawed. When I see selfishness, pride, greed, or outright criminal behavior, I remind myself that this is man’s doing, not Christ’s, and not the Church’s.”
 
From a convert, husband, and father: “What gives me the most joy about the Church? The Eucharist, without question. I’m not a huge Chesterton fan, but he was right that we need the Church to be right, when and where we’re wrong. The Church needs to tell me about the parts of the Bible I wish weren’t there, rather than say they aren’t important. The Church gives me a home with spiritual peers I never had before and is more of a family than I ever experienced. Most of all, the Church gives us the sacraments, and they’ve allowed me to encounter Jesus with greater intimacy than I ever knew.
	“What troubles me the most about the Church? The shabbiness and mediocrity. And the corruption and scandals that go all the way to the top. After the summer of 2018, I didn’t
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want to baptize my newborn son. I didn’t want to give him the Church as his family inheritance, and I didn’t want to place him under the spiritual headship of knaves and fools. I never expected to feel that way as a Catholic, and I hope I never do again. What gives me the most hope? The number of holy priests and religious I know, and the fellowship of holy, joyful families.”
 
From a longtime friend and businesswoman: “What gives me the most joy about the Church? The love and charity of good priests. I’ve been blessed to experience this firsthand. I’ll always remember and appreciate the funeral Mass for my son who was murdered. I’d been away from the Church for many years. But that pastor’s charity brought me lasting peace. That simple, solitary act was the start of my journey back to Christ’s Church. And I’ll always remember the hospital chaplain who administered the sacraments to my Dad, prior to his ‘routine’ surgery. My father had been away from the Church for more than 40 years. As it happened, the surgery wasn’t so routine. He never woke up.”
 
From a scholar, husband, and father: “I tend to think of, and take comfort from, the Church as ‘communio sanctorum,’ the communion of saints extended across the ages with exemplars of truth, endurance, and grace. And I love her because, in spite of everything, she’s the most beautiful thing in the world. What gives me joy is the Eucharist, of course, but also the sheer beauty of her traditions and patrimony. What gives me hope is young Catholics. What troubles me, on the other hand, is the loss of a real apprehension of God in the modern world, which manifests itself in the very heart of the
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180Church as a loss of faith so profound that it doesn’t see itself for what it is. Charles Péguy named it perfectly when he said that the problem with Christians is that they don’t believe what they believe. This underlies the many crises that afflict the Church on the practical level: pervasive sexual problems, the obvious loss of confidence in theology and philosophy, the reduction of Christianity to politics, etc.”
 
From a postgrad student, wife, and mother: “We wanted to start our married life right in the heart of the Church. So we went to Rome for our honeymoon and brought our wedding clothes so that we could attend the Wednesday audience for the special ‘Sposi Novelli’ blessing and have our marriage blessed by Pope Benedict. At that time of my life, some nine years ago now, the Church felt very much like a mother who was nourishing our marriage with her sacramental grace. If we’d been married in the last few years, though, we would have skipped Rome and gone to Hawaii.
	“I’ve stayed in the Church because of grace, particularly because of the Blessed Sacrament, but also because I was drawn to truth, the truth which the Church proclaims. I love the Church the way a daughter might love a mother who was once nourishing and kind and reasonable, but now suffers from dementia and is prone to being inattentive, irrational, and sometimes vindictive, attacking the things you care about; things you ironically care about because years ago she taught you to care about them. You ask what gives me joy? It’s the good, holy priests in the everyday life of my family. Good men who are manly; who aren’t weird or effeminate and who genuinely love Jesus Christ and are prepared to step up and
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be real fathers, who take their prayer life seriously. There’s nothing better.”
 
From a veteran educator, husband, and father: “I think about the Church first as the Kingdom of God, with Jesus as King and Lord. Then as the Body of Christ, because of the Eucharist and the mystical reality that Christ taught Paul on the road to Damascus (“why are you persecuting me?”). Then as the Bride of Christ. Lastly as an institution. Why do I love the Church? I love her for the sake of Jesus Christ, who loved me and suffered to redeem me. Therefore I seek to serve him by loving the Church.
	“Was Vatican II naïve about the modern world? I grew up with that bias and shared it for most of my adult life before realizing it was wrong. ‘Gaudium et Spes’ is ‘naïve’ not so much in its vision of the world, as in its lack of an honest critique of the Church. The council fathers did not take up the more painful and difficult task of self-examination. No reform of the world can effectively take place without first a deep humility and interior conversion. Vatican II was naïve not toward the world, but toward how worldly the Church had become. What does it matter if we put the liturgy in the vernacular (which is a good idea), if we speak words of worship but our hearts are far from obeying God? Aggiornamento—the Church’s ‘updating’ and opening to the world—eclipsed real reform. Aggiornamento doesn’t require the cross.”
 
From a retired journalist, wife, and mother: “I don’t worry much about the bureaucracy of the institutional Church, because Jesus will be with us in spite of anything
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182the institution does or doesn’t do. I rely first on Jesus Christ and take the institutional Church into consideration as long as she doesn’t interfere with his teaching. I thank God that my faith was never grounded in the knuckleheads who run the Church, not that they’re all knuckleheads, but we need to judge leaders by their actions. We need leaders who, like the Apostles, are not afraid to live and if necessary to die for the faith; to stand up for the teaching of the Church, not to punish those who do.”
 
And finally, from a corporate consultant, husband, and father: “What gives me joy in my life with the Church? Moments of redemption. I’ve seen how the experience of the Church leaves an indelible mark on the life of a person and forms an essential brace in the relationship between God and man. Our everyday ‘tasks’ as a Church change people’s lives and create the spaces for them to meet the Lord. I’ve seen it. I’ve experienced it personally. We can miss God without the Church to slow us down, to point God out, to remind us of his presence. Observing and occasionally helping the Church create those spaces is what brings me so much joy.”
 
Over the years, far more attention has been paid to Thomas More than to John Fisher. And that makes sense. More was a layman, a devoted husband and father. He had a rich domestic life. His friend, the great humanist Erasmus, wrote vividly of the warmth and humor of the More home. But, as many of the laypeople noted above confirm, the heart of Catholic life is the Eucharist. And
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there is no Eucharist without the priest. If we overlook John Fisher, we overlook a vital pillar of the Church: the men who feed the faithful with preaching and teaching, Scripture and sacrament.
	John Fisher was a “priest’s priest.” He was a pastor of intelligence, zeal, and humility. He twice turned down transfer to much wealthier dioceses. In an age when absentee bishops were common, Fisher made comprehensive visitations to parishes throughout his diocese in 1505, 1508, 1511, 1514, 1517, 1520, and 1529. A biographer notes that he “was committed to the service of his people. . . . He spared no effort to meet the pastoral needs of his diocese, to provide the people with leadership and encouragement, and to protect them from error and confusion.”5
Fisher worked hard to renew the study of theology. He had a passion for improving the preaching skills of his brother priests. And as for his character: early in his reign, Henry VIII praised Fisher for his “great and singular virtue [and] natural wisdom, and specially for his good and gracious living.”6 It’s precisely Fisher’s virtue that may have led a bitter and older Henry to desecrate the bishop’s body after execution.
	Holy priests, to borrow a thought from St. John Vianney, make holy laypeople. So it’s worth hearing the responses of a few good priests to the questions I posed.
	From an assistant pastor: “How do I think about the Church? I remember sitting in the back pews of my seminary chapel. Once a week, the seminary would offer night prayer
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for any seminarians and evening lay students who wanted to attend. Often, I’d go down, tired after a long day, and not even bring my breviary. Instead, I would—and I was conscious of this after a while—let the Church carry me in prayer. That’s what it felt like: the common experience of believers praying the ancient psalms supported me at those moments. In that sense, the Church is a mother who carries us in her arms. She’s also a community of believers who support each other as Aaron and Hur held up Moses’s arms in prayer. And by necessity, she’s also an institution, one subject to human institutional dynamics, with both amusing and scandalous results. In those moments, at the end of a burdensome day, the Church, for me, also became like a spouse; one I could ‘go home’ to, one that drew forth from me new possibilities I didn’t know I had in me, and that at the same time could be a great consolation.”
 
From a newly ordained priest: “I love the Church not because she’s easy to love, but because my faith became real within her bones. I love the Church because I love Jesus Christ, and like in any real marriage, it becomes impossible to separate the two. What God has made one, can never be undone.
	“It’s the intimate personal relationship with Jesus that drives a man into ministry in the Church. This always needs to be the priest’s first and singular focus. The moment the Church becomes defined by her bureaucratic duties is the day those offices need to be destroyed. They’re no longer supporting the mission to proclaim the Gospel. But if these same duties can truly serve the work of bringing people closer to Jesus,
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then they deserve their place. It’s just not first place. Again, priestly ministry is like a marriage in which the spouse has real work obligations but also an intimate commitment to his or her family. Parents trick themselves if they think their work excuses a poor personal engagement with each member of the family. Exactly the same applies to a priest and his parish family.”
 
From a priest religious: “I love the Church because she’s the sacrament of salvation. I love the Church because of the riches she offers to the world, both despite and because of the world’s persistent rejection of the sign that she is, the sign pointing toward Jesus Christ. I love the Church because of her people: I’ve had negative interactions with only a vanishingly small number of people I’ve met in the Church; the bond of unity that she can be at her best is amazing and invigorating. And I love the Church for reasons that I know will only become clear to me after years more of experience, the way that even in a marriage, one can learn something new about a spouse one loves.”
 
From a student priest: “The hardest thing for me about the current reality of the Church has been the weakness of her leadership. On every level, from parish leadership through the ranks, strong leadership in recent times has been lacking. What seems to have been sacrificed in the last few decades is an authentic understanding of the ‘munus regendi’ [office of pastoral governance]. In an effort to correct authoritarian styles in the past and to draw the laity more fully into the life of the Church, pastors have sacrificed what is properly theirs—the authority to govern and shepherd by virtue of
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their configuration to Christ the Shepherd. A stress on creating welcoming communities, which is obviously important, has eclipsed the need for courageous teaching and admonition. While the intentions may be very good, the truth is that weak leadership has harmed the life of the Church and needs correction.”
 
From a veteran priest and religious superior: “You ask why we need the Church, especially since many good Christians seem to get along well with Scripture alone. I’ve asked the same question. I’ve asked myself whether the visible, hierarchical Church is really necessary for the Gospel. I conclude yes. First, I look at the Church’s history, at the writings of the Fathers of the Church, and I’m convinced that it’s the will of God that the Church exists with her structures and priesthood, with dioceses and bishops, and with a pope. The Church is apostolic, that is, the same Church through the centuries. Without the Church’s structure, that would not be so. Read Ignatius of Antioch and Clement of Rome, two very early Fathers. For them the Church’s hierarchical structure is essential. It’s the Church’s visibility (her hierarchy, dioceses, and structures) that assures that the Church is faithful to her apostolicity and her catholicity.
	“Eastern Orthodoxy, I would argue, has devolved into utterly non-‘catholic’ (i.e., universal) entities. The Romanian Orthodox have no reason or ability to go to Indonesia to evangelize anyone, for example. Catholics and Protestants have a heart for evangelizing the whole world. But I believe that Protestant Christianity with all of its individual communities in a bare communion with one another, or in a
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communion based only on a Bible which is interpreted differently by every pastor, loses apostolicity and catholicity.”
 
From a pastor: “Why is history, and especially Church history, important? History is humanity’s greatest teacher. It’s more than just a record of dates and dead people. It’s the story of success, triumph, failure, and disappointment. I think Church history is the greatest testimony to divine grace, but very far from a story that’s triumphant. It reminds mankind of our total failure to follow Christ, and the constant call we’re given for renewal. In some ways, Church history is similar to how the Jewish people recount themselves in the Hebrew Scriptures. They often don’t record their greatest stories but rather their worst. They show their humiliating attempt to follow God by underlining their failures and his fidelity. Church history is much the same. The story of the one true Church is marked by schism, sin, scandal, and suffering. And we need to learn from it.”
 
From a priest based abroad: “You ask what I think fidelity to Peter really means and requires. The specific role of the Pope is to be a sign and source of unity, to be an arbiter of conflict when necessary, and to clarify points of doctrine in an authentic development of the deposit of faith. When he exercises this office in continuity with the magisterial teaching which has preceded him and with due authority, the faithful need to give their assent. It does not mean that the Pope is a divine oracle free from personal error, whose word can never be challenged. Scripture attests to this with the example of Paul’s admonition of Peter. Fidelity to Peter does not mean blind acceptance of, or undiscerning assent to, everything that
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188a Pope says or does. The Pope enjoys supreme authority and a totally unique charism. But he remains part of the ‘Christifideles.’ He too is bound to the dogmatic and doctrinal proclamations of the Church that preceded him. He’s not the inventor of doctrine but its guardian. If in any way a Pope were to seemingly violate these principles, it would not just be permitted to the faithful, but in fact the duty of the faithful, to challenge that violation.”
 
From a priest religious: “Was Vatican II too optimistic? Yes. In speaking about technology, Peter Thiel likes to say we were promised flying cars, and instead we got Twitter and 140 characters. What happened in the Church after the council is a similar failure: We were promised an opening to the modern world that would be met with open arms, and what we got was churches, seminaries, and schools emptying out as we squandered our inheritance, leaving us with no resources to push back against the on-rushing of modernity that didn’t need an opening on the part of the Church. It was coming anyway. Humans being what they are, and myself being a religious, I resist neat explanations of human behavior. But the council did seem to assume that somehow human nature had changed. There was no reason to think that was true, except that we had somehow managed not to kill everyone on the planet to that point. That’s not evidence. It’s luck.”
 
From the pastor of a large parish: “What gives me the most joy in the Church is seeing the power of the Gospel embraced and actually lived out in the lives of the People of God. And in watching the work of the Sacrament
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of Penance; how confession can bring a dead soul back to life through the movements of the Holy Spirit. The Church’s teachings have an internal coherence and reasonability that I’ve always found deeply beautiful. And there are so many, many clergy and laypeople in my life that I admire and look to for friendship and leadership. There are a lot of people working hard, and often invisibly, for the good of the Church. Many of them are young, and that’s a great cause for hope. Fundamentally though, hope resides in the fact that the Church belongs to Jesus Christ. She’s his Church. And he will not abandon her.”
 
Two final observations; the first from an assistant pastor: “We have a major problem with money. And it has very little to do with needing more money. Peter and John had neither silver nor gold. So why does the Church exist? Is it to keep people employed? To maintain a certain bureaucratic structure? In our need to keep up our operational budgets, we’ve created a fee-for-service model in many places. This wasn’t done maliciously, at least in the vast majority of cases. But think about it: When parents bring their children to be baptized, they give some money to the priest. When funeral directors call a parish, one of the first questions is about the ‘church fees.’ Weddings feature a church fee, along with a stipend for musicians. When people come to Sunday Mass, they put their envelope in the basket. It can make one think that the Church is just another kind of entertainment entity. In business, the customer is always right. But the Church is not just another consumer organization. She’s the
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	“Yet in the face of all our problems, I find my smallness weirdly comforting. God doesn’t need me at all. I’m just a speck of dust on a larger speck of dust. And still, for all that: God wants me. That’s the only possible explanation for my existence: If he doesn’t need me (and he doesn’t), then he wants me to exist. And this gives me—and all of us—freedom. It means we should do what we can, and do it well. That’s all he asks us to do. And because of this, the small, seemingly insignificant decisions we each make are actually what move history along, not the pretenses of the arrogant.”
 
	Second, from another student priest: “I don’t believe that Vatican II was overly optimistic; it was absolutely correct in its desire to present the Gospel in a manner more readily accessible to world of its day. But the results have been mixed. One of the things I would change if I could is the spirit of activism that now dominates so much of everyday Church life; a hyper-activity focused on doing, events, projects, celebrations, etc. These all have their place. But at times they seem to work against a contemplative spirit in the faithful, and to preclude environments conducive to contemplation. The human spirit can only truly ripen and mature by contemplating the deep things of the Spirit. This balance of contemplation and activity is modeled by Christ himself in the Gospels. Jesus would often steal away from the frenetic activity of ministry to immerse himself in the heart of his Father in contemplative prayer. It was this immersion in God that in turn gave life to Christ’s continuing ministry. There’s an
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urgent need today to recover this contemplative dimension if
any real renewal in the Church is to be brought about.” 
 
	And so we come to the point where the author submits himself to some of the same questions he imposed on others. So now we’ll turn to my own thoughts as a bishop, but more importantly, as a Christian believer in the Catholic Church.
 
	How do you think of the Church—mother, spouse, community, institution? All four? Which most commonly?
 
I think of the Church as a mother more than anything else. Before being a priest or bishop, I was a baptized Christian, and my family taught me to love the Church from a very early age. She was never presented to me simply as an institution, but rather as the source of our spiritual life. Later, as a Franciscan, I was formed even more deeply in reverence for the Church. St. Francis thought it vital that all his friars be truly “Catholics.” Many reform groups sprang up during Francis’s life, and many of them were hostile to the Church. That’s why Francis stressed the importance of being Catholic. In Francis’s Testament a provision actually exists for prison rooms in friaries for friars who weren’t truly Catholic. That tends to get missed in the modern “flower child” portrait of the saint. But on matters of fidelity to the Church and her teaching, Francis was a formidable man.
	With Vatican II, we started to see the Church more as a community, rather than through the lens of canon law,
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which emphasized the Church as a perfect institution. After 1970, when I became a priest, and then especially when I became a bishop, I understood the Church more as a spouse.
	One of the big differences between lay and clergy Catholic experience is that laypeople love the Church as a mother, and clergy love the Church as a spouse. Just as a layman gives his life to his wife and children, priests, through our ordination and offer of celibacy, give ourselves to the Church as our spouse. We live with her. We work for her. Every moment of the day we’re in her embrace. That’s why clergy are called “churchmen.” All of us in the Church are equally called to love God and to love Jesus personally. But what’s unique about the clergy is the way we love the Church as a spouse. Obviously, the Church has institutional realities. The similarity to marriage has limits. But, as in any marriage, we priests can be angry about some of the realities in our “spouse” and want to change them. And, as in any marriage, family, or community, the Church has institutional dimensions that we finally need to understand and accept.
	One other point: It’s important for priests, who have the task of shepherding the Church, to see the Church as a community, and to understand our essential but limited role within that community. Otherwise we give too much attention to ourselves. That’s what clericalism is about, when we don’t situate the sacrament of Holy Orders in the context of the sacrament of Baptism. So we need to
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remember all four of those dimensions of the Church as mother, spouse, community and institution.
	
	Why do you love her?
	It’s through the Church that I came to know Jesus Christ and the Christian life. Not only is the Church the transmitter of that information, the Church transmits that life itself through the sacraments, and through the lived embodiment of the Gospels by members of the Christian community. As the early Fathers of the Church said, if you love God as a father, you need to love the Church as your mother.
	
	How do you separate her as an intimate personal presence in your life from the clutter of offices and bureaucratic duties that have filled so much of your ministry?
It hasn’t been hard for me. I never saw those offices and bureaucracies as being very important. Robert Conquest, the poet and historian, once said that the simplest way to explain the behavior of any bureaucratic organization is to assume that it’s controlled by a cabal of its enemies.7 I wouldn’t go that far, but you get the point. I see Church offices and org charts as necessary aspects of today’s Church life, but not essential to who she is. I’ve certainly seen the underbelly of the Church as a bishop, and even prior to that, as a confessor. But nothing has ever made me doubt the truth of the Church.
	
	Why do we need her? Many good Christians seem to get along quite well with just Scripture.
	The Church preceded Scripture, not the other way
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around. We need the Church in order to be faithful to the Word of God, which wasn’t passed on to individuals but rather given to the believing community. To interpret Christian life as mainly a relationship between myself and the Scriptures ignores where Scripture came from. It also makes me an independent little pope, and that kind of autonomy is the primary sin of Adam and Eve. Salvation is a personal matter, but it’s found and lived in community.
 
	What are the hardest things for you to accept about the reality of the Church? What disappoints you the most?
	The hardest thing is the sex abuse scandal because of the pain caused to victims and the damage done to the mission of the Church. And I’m troubled by the many people who really don’t believe what the Church teaches but still claim to be Catholic. I mean those who try to change Catholic life to reflect their personal views, rather than admitting that they’re no longer Catholics and finding a different community where their views are shared by others. This is especially true among theologians and academics who try to remake the Church in their own likeness. I’ve also been disappointed by the lack of courage from bishops who’d rather keep peace than proclaim the fullness of the Gospel, and by the ambition I’ve seen in the episcopate, which can lead bishops to be too coy, too careful, in order to avoid stirring up opposition to themselves personally. Prudence is a virtue, but it becomes a vice when it replaces courage on matters of principle.
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	What gives you the most joy?
	People who are faithful to Jesus in tough circumstances. Parents of children with disabilities who love and support such children, and who welcome them as a gift from God. People who are faithful to the Church on sexual issues even when one of their children might embrace a life contrary to her teachings, or when it’s hard to be faithful on matters like contraception. Priests and religious who take on demanding ministries with generous spirits. Another source of joy is the creativity I see in laypeople building new ministries, support groups, and movements. Or young seminarians who are idealistic and join the seminary despite all the problems in today’s Church. Young women who enter religious communities that are generous and faithful to Church teaching. Immigrant groups that give the Church a glowing example of commitment to communal Christianity and who are faithful to Catholic teaching despite the temptations to materialism in the United States today.
	
	Whom have you admired most—clergy and lay—in your ministry, and why?
	Benedict XVI and John Paul II are at the top of the list. I’ll stop there. The list is long, and I wouldn’t want to accidentally leave anyone out.
 
	Was Vatican II too optimistic about human beings and the modern world?
	All of us were optimistic in those days because of a fresh opening by the Church to the world. That was a good thing. But people take good things to extremes, and
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that’s what happened. I certainly don’t blame Vatican II for our problems today. All Church documents need to be read in historical context, not just Gaudium et Spes. Considering the time and place in which the council documents were written, they’re all products of the Holy Spirit helping the Church to proclaim the Gospel. Do I think things are worse today than they were in my first years as a Capuchin in the ’60s and ’70s’? Yes, I do, because of the overthrow of basic Christian culture regarding life and sexual issues, and because of the growing illusion of autonomy that results from great wealth. “Progress” without God is a very narrow kind of progress that can, and has, bitten us. And it will continue to do so because God made us for himself, and our hearts will be wild and restless without him.
	
	You were a delegate to three synods. What unique things did each one teach you about the Church? How did they disappoint you? How did they encourage or gratify you?
	The first synod I attended, back in 1997, focused on the Americas. I was one of the delegates directly appointed by Pope John Paul II. It was a great experience, my first real participation internationally in service to the universal Church. It was there that I met then-Archbishop Jorge Bergoglio, from Buenos Aires. He was an impressive man and made good contributions to the discussion. We sat near each other because we’d been appointed archbishops at about the same time. The synod led me to seek out a much closer relationship with the Churches in Mexico
196
197
and Latin America, and with Latino Catholics in the United States.
	The other two synods—in 2015, on the family, and in 2018, on young people and the faith—were very different. I was a delegate from the US Catholic bishops’ conference and much more experienced, so I probably sensed the political dynamics of a synod more clearly.
	I was very disappointed by what I saw as manipulation of the synods and their agendas by elements within and outside the Church. Instead of being occasions for an honest exchange of ideas, both synods were dominated by efforts to reengineer the direction of the Church. Synods should be places where people speak freely and are anxious to listen to others. But both were exercises of power rather than efforts to arrive honestly at a common position through listening and the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Neither of those synods encouraged or gratified me. In fact, I was deeply scandalized by the political maneuvering that took place in both. The one on the family was a very important synod with some very sharp tensions. The one on youth lacked some important voices and seemed to miss many opportunities to say anything significant, or deal with the real issues of the Church in our time.
	If you had the power to change certain things in the Church today, what would you do with it? What needs to change?
	I’d do all I could to make the Church holier. But there’s not much any one person can do about that, other than
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working on oneself. And, of course, encouraging others by word and example. The Church should pay less attention to voices in the world and more to the voice of Jesus Christ and the movements of the Holy Spirit. Concerns about “appearing” certain ways often keep the Church from being what Jesus wants the Church to be. I also wish women had a greater voice in the Church, and I’m happy to see women more involved today in Church administration and practical leadership. There are many ways to do that without compromising what the Church believes and teaches on the ordination of women.
	How should we think about the role of the pope? What does fidelity to Peter really mean and require; and what does it not?
	Ever since becoming a bishop I’ve thought that the Vatican too much resembles a Renaissance court. We should return to a simpler view of the papacy. The pope is pope because he’s the bishop of Rome, and because of that, he needs to be personally active in that role in his own diocese. The pope also has universal primacy, and he has the gift of infallibility when formally adjudicating matters of faith and morals. That’s an important part of his role in maintaining the unity of the Church. All this means we should love the pope and receive his leadership with a mature spirit of obedience. His having universal jurisdiction doesn’t mean, however, that he’s the personal pastor of everyone in the local Churches. He’s the personal pastor of the people of the Diocese of Rome. The Lord didn’t decide that Rome should be the model of how
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we live as a Church in all parts of the world. Fidelity to the pope means loving him, obeying him, respecting his leadership, and having confidence in his magisterial teaching.
	
	Why is history—especially Church history—important?
	Because it helps us see the things that are universal and essential, and the things that aren’t: things that are time-related in terms of structures. The work of a “College of Cardinals” has always existed in some form, for example. We need a body, whatever its name, that elects the pope. But I don’t think the College of Cardinals, in its modern incarnation, is needed for other things. We already have the college of bishops to do that.
	Any other thoughts?
	Yes. History is the work of remembering. John Fisher and Thomas More gave their lives for the Church—died for her, with great tranquility—not as cogs in a religious machine but as sons of a loving mother, a mother who had filled their lives with truth and meaning, purpose and light, and the intimacy of God. So two simple, final questions follow: Would we do the same, and why?
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CHAPTER 9
 

THE KING’S HIGHWAY
 
“Belief in eternity does not tear us away from the present, as we are sometimes told, to make us lost in dreams: it works just the other way around. It is rather by disregarding eternity that Christians have disregarded their times.”
Henri de Lubac
 
As a young bishop decades ago, I spent hours reading anything I could about leadership. People deserve good leaders. Great leaders seem to be born with special skills, and are therefore rare. But most persons have at least some seeds of leadership in their character, seeds that need just a little courage, wisdom, desire, and self-mastery to grow.
	A good leader knows his strengths and cultivates them. He also knows his weaknesses. He enlists and acknowledges good cooperators to achieve what he can’t do alone. He also accepts the demands that leadership puts on him: protecting the people in his care, placing their needs above
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his own, guiding them, giving them reasons for hope, and speaking with honesty. Honesty is the most unwelcome quality in a leader when the news is bad. But it always ranks among the most respected virtues of leadership. Honesty is humanity’s anchor to reality.
	A thought experiment I found in those early years of reading has stayed with me.1 It’s simple. It goes like this: Imagine your own funeral. Imagine being present, but unseen. And then imagine listening to the attendees talk about you. Imagine what you would want people to say. Then compare to what they might actually say, based on the record of your life so far. It’s a sobering exercise with a serious lesson: Begin with the end in mind. Lead with a clear and good goal. Live the same way, toward a good end that others will remember as worthy.
	Two things are striking about this thought experiment. The first is its candor. Much of American life now seems bent on ignoring or delaying death, or pretending it away, or panicking when it intrudes itself brutally on the public consciousness, as it did with COVID-19. Reports claiming that people will soon live to 150 or even 1,000 years old, as implausible as that may sound, are more and more common.2 But in fact, the maximum human lifespan hasn’t changed greatly in recorded history.
	With good luck and decent food, people in ancient cultures could, and did, live into their seventies and eighties (see Ps 90:10 and 2 Sm 19:34–35, for example). The vast majority didn’t, of course, because of disease, war, bad nutrition, primitive medicine, and hard labor. People live
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longer today, especially in wealthy countries, because of improved access to more and better food, supportive technologies, and effective health care. Average American life expectancy, for example, increased from forty-seven years in 1900 to seventy-eight years in 2000.3 But our maximum life span as a species has not drastically increased. Fantastic claims of impending longevity deserve, at the very least, a good dose of skepticism. As the great Jewish bioethicist Leon Kass has noted, they also warrant our asking why anyone would want to live another seventy or seven hundred years in this world, even under the best conditions.4 Death, as we discussed in chapter 2, is a source of fear. We all instinctively cling to life. But it’s also a source of completion and release. The sheer honesty of pondering one’s death forces a person to consider what matters, to choose a path, to focus on the direction and meaning of his or her life, and to treat others accordingly.
	There’s a second striking thing about our thought experiment. It was used in a popular text for teaching corporate leadership. But its roots lie elsewhere: in religion. Reflecting on death and its implications, as we also saw earlier, is a Christian discipline with a very ancient pedigree. The Catholic tradition of contemplating the “four last things”—death, judgment, hell, and heaven—tracks back to Apostolic times and the Early Church. We will die. We will be judged. These things can’t be evaded. And we’ll spend our eternity either with God in a state of joy, or without him in a state very different.5
The earliest Christians saw death as a river that must
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204be crossed in order to share eternal life with God. Jesus, through his own death and resurrection, provided the necessary path. Christ described himself—his person—as “the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but by me” (Jn 14:6). Thus, as noted in the Acts of the Apostles (e.g., 9:2), the earliest believers called themselves not “Christians” but “followers of the Way.” It was “the Way” that Saul persecuted before his conversion. And it was “the Way,” as an image, that profoundly shaped later Christian thought about life as a pilgrimage from this world to the next along the road of faith. As Augustine wrote in his City of God: “The heavenly city . . . is a pilgrim on earth, [and it] calls forth citizens from all peoples, and gathers together a pilgrim society of all languages”.6
Words like “the Way” and “pilgrimage” imply a journey and a destination. Humans are creatures of place. We need the familiarity of settled homes. But we’re also endlessly curious; our imagination draws us to the horizon. The road invites the restless heart to see what lies beyond the next hill. Thus the idea of “the road” has magnetic force. Throughout history, the road has been the artery of human adventure and social intercourse. Across the modern Mediterranean world, roads still exist that were built by Rome to carry her legions from Gaul to Syria and Palestine. Older still is the “royal road,” mentioned in the Old Testament (Num 20:17, 21:22), that connected Egypt and Mesopotamia and enjoyed the zealous protection of local kings because of its importance.
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The special status of a “royal road,” borrowing on the sacred character of kingship itself in the ancient world, had similar versions throughout Europe. It left a lasting imprint on Western memory. This is why the road, and the stories it carries, so often figure in memorable literature. The list is long, from George Orwell’s The Road to Wigan Pier, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, and Robert Frost’s poem “The Road Not Taken” to Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy, and even Dante’s Divine Comedy. Two particular tales of the road concern us here.
	The first ranks among the great legends of early Christianity. The Church of Domine Quo Vadis stands on the Via Appia Antica, one of the main ancient Roman thoroughfares. It marks the place where, according to tradition, St. Peter unexpectedly met Jesus long after the Lord’s resurrection and ascension. Peter, fleeing Nero’s fierce persecution of Christians in the city, asks, “Domine, quo vadis?”; “Lord, where are you going?” Jesus answers that he’s going to Rome to be crucified again. As Jesus disappears, Peter grasps the meaning of the apparition: Peter’s mission is to stay and serve the people in his care, despite the danger. He heads back to Rome and to his martyrdom. He turns back toward his death with a purpose, not away from it.
	The second tale has been translated into two hundred languages and more widely read in the English-speaking world than any other book in history, barring the Bible. John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, published in 1678,
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206is one of humanity’s great religious allegories. The story is simple but profoundly rich. “Christian” is a man tormented by the knowledge of his own sins. He fears God’s wrath against the evils of the land where he dwells, the City of Destruction. Desperate, he flees, carrying the burden of his sins as a weight on his back. He meets Evangelist, who leads him to a narrow gate and sets him on the pilgrim road to the Celestial City, home of Creation’s great King and the place of salvation.
	Along the way Christian is attacked by enemies, deceivers, fears, and temptations. He’s undermined by his own weaknesses. But he persists, helped by virtuous companions and friends. As he travels on, he grows in strength and faith. And finally, through all his travails, he comes to the Country of Beulah, “whose air was very sweet and pleasant, the Way lying directly through it,” with the Celestial City itself ablaze in gold and shining on the horizon.7
The journey is complete—save for one final obstacle. Between Christian and the City’s gate runs a river. There’s no bridge. There’s no way around it. Christian and his companion, Hopeful, must go through it. The water is deep and swift. Christian, swallowed by the waves, wracked by doubt and fear and besieged by evil spirits with the memory of his past sins, starts to despair and sink. In his terror of death, Christian cries out, “for my sins [God] hath brought me into the snare, and hath left me!”8
Death is the first of the “four things.” In the words
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of Presbyterian scholar Carl Trueman, it’s “the final enemy . . . death remains sovereign.” We “might be able to fool ourselves, for a time, that [mortality] is a chess game we can win. But ultimately, death will checkmate us.”9 All the technology and medical advances in the world won’t defeat it.
 
Few comments in recent memory have been misused more often and more vapidly than Pope Francis’s off-the-cuff remark, “Who am I to judge?” The Gospel records Jesus as warning us to “judge not, that you be not judged. For with the judgment you pronounce, you will be judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you get” (Mt 7:1–3). For our own sake and the sake of those we’re tempted to criticize, we should take Christ’s words seriously. Only God knows another person’s soul. Condemning people demeans their God-given dignity, and the task of a Christian, as St. Paul tells us, is to speak the truth in a manner ruled by love (Eph 4:15).
	But we still do need to speak the truth. Thus, throughout Scripture, God, his prophets, his son Jesus, and Christ’s apostles all pass judgment—again and again, and often harshly—on evil words, actions, and patterns of behavior.
	A life in Jesus Christ requires mature moral reasoning. It involves constant judgments about good and evil, the right and the wrong paths. Our decisions and actions matter. They have consequences. In the words of Joseph
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Ratzinger, the Christian “knows that he must answer [to God] for his actions, that he owes an account as a steward of what has been entrusted to him. . . . Nothing and no one empowers us to trivialize the tremendous seriousness involved in such knowledge.”10 It’s precisely our accountability that gives life its dignity. And this makes sense: In reality, for God to be “good,” he must also be just, and justice demands judgment.
	As we’ve seen, the fear of death is often tied to a dread of terminal disease and pain, the loss of everything we’ve built and everyone we’ve loved. But as we age, and unless we’re very good at lying to ourselves, we also become more vividly aware of our sins, our failures, our mistakes, and the harm we’ve done to others; the scandal we’ve given stretching back across a lifetime. Without faith, this can be an unbearable burden. But even with faith, the thought of being judged after death by a just God—the second of the “four last things”—a God who knows us better than we know ourselves, can cause deep unease.
	In the Catholic tradition, each of us will face both a particular judgment, at the moment of death, and a general judgment with all of humanity at the end of time. In both cases, nothing will be hidden. We’ll have no room for evasions or alibis. Our imagination of the next life is shaped and limited by our senses and our language. But whatever we imagine, the reality will be both different and more, for better or worse. Perhaps the most sobering prospect is that we’ll likely be our own toughest prosecuting attorneys. We’ll bring the same sharp candor we showed
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in judging others to judging ourselves. We’ll see with radical clarity who we really are and what we’ve become.
	The most frightening thought about death is not that God, when we meet him face to face, will be a “hanging judge” with a ledger of our crimes. Jesus repeatedly describes God as a loving Father. And no such Father will allow the destruction of his child unless the child actively prevents him from averting it. If a soul has an ember of love and kindness left from its earthly sojourn, God will seek to breathe it back to life. So the really terrifying thought about the afterlife is not that God may damn us. It’s that we may freely damn ourselves. We may choose hell because we’ve made ourselves into the kind of creatures who prefer it.
	Theologians have written great volumes on divine judgment. But for the everyday believer, C. S. Lewis may have captured the nature of God’s justice and mercy best in his fiction. In The Great Divorce, lost souls are free to take a bus ride from hell to the threshold of heaven. But most, even on the brink of eternal bliss, are so jealously wedded to their sins that they refuse to discard them. Thus they cannot enter paradise. Even more powerful, for me, are the concluding chapters of Lewis’s The Last Battle, the final book in the Chronicles of Narnia. The Last Battle recounts the apocalyptic end of the Narnian world, and the Last Judgment of its creatures by the Christ-figure lion, Aslan, at the great Door to heaven:
 
The creatures came rushing on, their eyes brighter and brighter as they drew nearer and nearer. . . . But as they came right up to Aslan, one or other of two things happened. They all looked straight in his face; I don’t think they had any choice about that. And when some looked, the expression on their faces changed terribly—it was fear and hatred [and turning away, they] disappeared in his huge black shadow. The children never saw them again. I don’t know what became of them. But the others looked on the face of Aslan and loved him, though some of them were frightened at the same time. And all these came in at the Door, on Aslan’s right.11
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	Counted unexpectedly among the saved is a young pagan prince. Though he served a false god and believed himself to be an enemy of Aslan, he did so with a pure heart, an innocent ignorance, and a passion for truth. Aslan, in his mercy, accepts the prince’s virtue and longing for the truth as a search for, and a service to, himself—the grounding of all truth.
	Missing from Lewis’s thoughts about God’s judgment, of course, is purgatory. As a Christian, though not a Catholic, he did at least acknowledge its plausibility. Lewis described the idea of purgatory, should it exist, as a kind of stinging mouthwash after the extraction of a bad tooth, or as a beggar in rags, invited to a wonderful feast, might accept the kindness of his host but ask for time to bathe first and clothe himself appropriately. These are ingenious approximations of what an afterlife purgation might be like. But they’re not finally satisfying. Perhaps a richer
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portrait of what a purgatory might be like can be found in the short story “Leaf by Niggle,” by Lewis’s Catholic friend, J. R. R. Tolkien. But it too is incomplete.
	One of the great ironies of the various sixteenth century reformations was the unintended effect of attempts to cleanse Christian faith of “superstition.” In stripping away relics, sacraments, veneration of Mary and the saints, indulgences, Masses and prayers for the dead, and—notably—purgatory, the more radical reformers fractured the Christian communio sanctorum (“communion of saints”): the intimate ties to one another of the Church Militant on earth, the Church Suffering in purgatory, and the Church Triumphant in heaven. The living links between this world and the next disappeared. As a result, for many, Christianity took on a strongly practical, this-worldly focus. Combined with decades of bloody religious conflict, this arguably set the stage for a decline in a sense of the supernatural, and the rise of modern secularism and unbelief.12
The Catholic faith holds to its belief in purgatory for sound reasons. God is utterly alien to sin. Grave evil (“mortal” sin) destroys a man’s relationship with God. Lesser acts of evil (“venial” sin) mar and weaken the relationship, but they do not break it. Even a good person, a person sincerely committed to God, sins daily and carries the residue of those sins into his or her particular judgment by God at death. Justice demands their resolution. As the great German theologian, Romano Guardini, said, “God is almighty, but not a magician. . . . He does not render undone what
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has been done.” We’re forgiven our sins because of Christ’s redemptive act. But, as Guardini argues, his righteousness cannot simply be hung about us like a concealing cloak. It needs to become part of our very selves. Thus, when a good man dies and enters into God’s light,
 
he sees himself as God sees him. He loves God’s holiness and hates himself because he contradicts it. He feels his condition fully . . . and the experience must be one of inconceivable pain. But his suffering is effective. His intention clarifies and expands until it reaches the fullness of good will. . . . It acts upon his being until the man not only desires to be good, but until goodness has become the form of his reality. In this process of becoming, dying and living again are bound up in a wonderful, terrifying mystery. A dying is continually suffered out of which the new life springs.13
 
	As Guardini stressed, “The dead in the hand of God do not, as such, call for pity. They are undergoing inconceivable suffering, but suffering that inspires awe,” because “they suffer in expectation of their triumphant entry into glory.” Our task is to remember them, to pray and have Masses offered for them—something too often forgotten today—and to ask their prayers in return for our own journey toward God. As Dante wrote in the Divine Comedy, the souls ascending the Mountain of Purgatory are blessed by the certainty of their destination. They’re simply ahead of us on the pilgrim’s road.
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In 1967, near the height of his celebrity, the actor Richard Burton made an odd little movie. The film, Doctor Faustus, was based on Christopher Marlowe’s play from the sixteenth century, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus. Burton had a personal passion for this play. He acted in the film’s lead role; he also served as codirector and coproducer. Derided by critics at the time, the production is largely forgotten today. But despite its many flaws, the film has aged better than anyone might expect. It’s a great story in the hands of a great talent.
	The plot is simple. The proud German scholar Faustus lusts for immense knowledge. Dissatisfied with human learning, he turns to magic, and from there, to dealing with the devil. He sells his soul to Lucifer, and in return receives twenty-four years of slavery to his every desire by Mephistopheles, one of hell’s fallen angels. The pact is sealed. The devil keeps his bargain. But Faustus squanders his time on foolish stunts, tricks, and empty displays of power. In the end, paralyzed by despair, hounded by his sins, and unable to seek forgiveness, he’s damned. In the play and in the movie, Faustus is dragged off to hell. But hell’s most frightening description comes not at the film’s (and original play’s) end, but in the earliest exchange between Faustus and Mephistopheles:
 
Faustus: Where are you damn’d? 
Mephistopheles: In hell.
Faustus: How comes it, then, that thou art out of hell?
Mephistopheles: Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it: Think’st thou that I, who saw the face of God,
And tasted the eternal joys of heaven,
Am not tormented with ten thousand hells,
In being depriv’d of everlasting bliss?
O, Faustus, leave these frivolous demands, 
Which strike a terror to my fainting soul.
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A century later, in 1674, John Milton captured the same unnerving reality of hell in his poem Paradise Lost. In the space between his failed rebellion against God and his temptation of Adam and Eve, Satan wavers briefly in his wickedness:
Which way I fly is Hell; myself am Hell; 
And, in the lowest deep, a lower deep
Still threatening to devour me opens wide, 
To which the Hell I suffer seems a Heaven. 
O, then, at last relent: Is there no place
Left for repentance, none for pardon left? 
None left but by submission; and that word 
Disdain forbids me.
	
	Myself am hell, and Satan cannot escape it, any more than he can escape the poisonous self that his sin of pride has led him to become.
	Hell, to put it mildly, is the least popular of the “four last things” to ponder. For the modern mind shaped by
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scientism and its assumptions, the idea of eternal punishment is both cruel and implausible. To the nonbeliever, the prospect of damnation can seem little more than a religious means of social control and scaring people into obedience. Thus the objections to hell will be familiar: The devil is a premodern myth made ridiculous by psychology. No one can take seriously an afterlife with lakes of fire and dragon-like demons. How can a loving God sentence finite beings to infinite suffering? Even if such a God were to exist, he’d be worth hating. And so on.
	Answering these claims isn’t hard. But convincing people who’d rather not think too deeply, or who simply exclude the afterlife as ridiculous in principle, is. The idea that the envelope of our senses that we inhabit in this world exhausts reality is not “rational.” It’s delusional, a form of self-imposed blindness. The part of reality that Christians call supernatural or spiritual is, at the very least, plausible. Confidence in such a larger reality is nearly universal in human experience. Nothing in Christian belief limits Satan to a leathery red demon with a pitchfork, or hell to a boiling cauldron of torment. The images we take from popular art and even Scripture are merely that: images; suggestions of the reality.
	What Christians do believe is that the Evil One is real, a great but malignant personal spirit. As a rebel against God, he’s also the enemy of humanity. Romano Guardini stresses that Satan is no mere metaphor, “no principle, no elementary power, but a rebellious, fallen creature who frantically attempts to set up a kingdom of appearances and
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216disorder . . . [who] attempts to tear the world from God’s hands—even to dethrone God.”14 In discussing Christ’s encounter with Satan in the desert, Joseph Ratzinger adds that the devil is also a gifted theologian, “a connoisseur of the Bible who knows how to quote the Psalm exactly; the whole conversation of the second temptation takes the form of a dispute between two Scripture scholars.”15
As for the reality of hell: C. S. Lewis argued that “we know much more about heaven than hell, for heaven is the home of humanity and therefore contains all that is implied in a glorified human life: but hell was not made for men. It is in no sense parallel to heaven: it is the ‘darkness outside,’ the outer rim where being fades away to nonentity.”16 Whatever else it might be, hell is the permanent separation of a soul from its intended communion with God, who is love itself. “To enter heaven,” wrote Lewis, “is to become more human than you ever succeeded in being [while on] earth. To enter hell is to be banished from humanity. What is cast (or casts itself ) into hell is not a man: it is ‘remains’ . . . a will utterly centered in itself and passions utterly uncontrolled by the will.”
Over the centuries, various Christian scholars have suggested that hell might exist but be empty of human souls, or that in the end all creatures, including Satan himself, might be saved. But this has never been the belief of the Church. We become what we choose and do. If we’re truly free—and our faith teaches that we are, and that our dignity depends on that freedom—then we’re free to choose badly, to choose against God.
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Some will argue that hell offends God’s mercy. So indeed it does. But again, if we’re truly free, God cannot impose his mercy. The need for it must be admitted by the sinner, and then accepted. This requires humility. Humility requires honesty about the self and a submission of the will. Yet these are precisely the things that the damned have rendered themselves incapable of. Canceling the sins of the willfully selfish and unrepentant is not mercy but injustice. It erases any meaningful difference between wickedness and virtue. As to how expressions like “eternal death” and “punishment forever” might translate into experience: In the afterlife, words that imply an endless succession of days disappear into the unknowable. Time as we now understand it will no longer apply. What we do know is that hell, whatever its form, would be indescribably bad. How bad, we never want to find out.
	One of the telling paradoxes of our age is that the more we’ve dismissed the existence of hell, the better we’ve become at building its replicas here on earth. Reflecting on sin and its consequences, and the reality of Satan and hell, is a good exercise in sanity. It’s medicine for the spirit. If we live and die only for ourselves, we squander our time and gifts and deserve no better than Faustus. But it’s also true that dwelling too much on the dark rim of the afterlife is unhealthy. Nor, since Golgotha, is it warranted. As a friend likes to say, Satan is the greatest tactician and worst strategist in the history of God’s creation. He’s fighting a war that he’s already lost. He’s powerless against Jesus Christ and Christ’s own. And that knowledge feeds both
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218his fury and his despair. Which leads to one final lesson about the Evil One.
	Midway in his journey to the Celestial City, Christian of The Pilgrim’s Progress finds his path blocked by Apollyon, a fearsome devil. Apollyon tries to humiliate, tempt, and cajole him, then bully and threaten him, into turning back. Christian stays firm in his purpose. The devil then breaks into “a grievous Rage.” When Christian responds, “Apollyon, beware what you do, for I am in the King’s highway, the Way of Holiness,” the devil savagely assaults him. The struggle goes on for hours. No quarter is called or given. No help arrives. But in the end, defending himself with the shield and sword of faith, Christian pierces Apollyon, who flees.
	The moral of the story is simple. God does not abandon us. He gives us the weapons we need for the road home. But the choice to go forward or turn back: that’s ours. It belongs to each of us alone.
 
	Heaven is the last of the “four last things.” It’s also the worthiest goal to live and die for. It’s the journey’s end and ultimate purpose of every Christian pilgrim. But it’s oddly difficult to talk about in a convincing way. A friend of mine, a wife and mother of many years, offered a reason. Most of us are keenly aware of our mistakes, failures, and sins, even if we hide them well. Imperfection is familiar. It’s an intimate part of our lives. Perfection is the opposite. We yearn for it, but it’s always just out of reach. How can
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anyone describe, or even fully understand, the meaning of a word like “bliss”? This is why so many of us find it easier and more vivid to imagine hell rather than paradise. The common mental portrait of heaven—singing in a choir on a cloud forever—sounds colossally tedious.
	Of course, the real heaven, like the sparkle in a lover’s eyes, or the warmth and adventure of true friendship, will have nothing about it tedious or static or routine. One of my favorite popular images of the afterlife is a banquet room that’s identical in both heaven and hell, with the same spectacular meal and the same abnormally long utensils. In heaven, the souls feed each other and feast. In hell, they insist on feeding themselves, and starve. Love is unselfish and dynamic; it gives itself away. By its nature, it creates and expands. It makes all things new. And heaven will be the home of love, pulsing from the heart of God himself: an endless exhilaration of giving ourselves away, and receiving infinitely more in return.
	There’s a moment worth noting here in “A Short Story of the Anti-Christ,” by the great Russian Christian writer Vladimir Solovyov. In imagining the Anti-Christ, Solovyov cast him as an exceptional man whose “clear intellect always showed him the truth of what one should believe in: the good, God, and the Messiah. In these he believed, but he loved only himself. He believed in God, but in the depths of his soul, he involuntarily and unconsciously loved only himself” (emphasis in original).17 Like Solovyov’s AntiChrist, the devils too believe in God, but they hate him, because he renders their self-love empty and pathetic.
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220Perhaps this explains why C. S. Lewis said that heaven is “an acquired taste.” The selfish soul may be incapable of choosing, enjoying, or even recognizing heaven. God made us profoundly social creatures. We’re meant for mutual aid and encouragement, and these things hint at the nature of paradise. Heaven will be a personal affair, but not a private one. Learning to love God more than our own desires and appetites—and others because they’re loved by God—is the substance of a Christian life. It demands the kind of honest self-examination that helps us weed out the self-love we hide so skillfully even from ourselves. This is why habits of prayer, the sacraments, and the silence needed for contemplation are so vital. They reshape us in a way that will “fit” in heaven.
	“Loving God” sounds all very good and pious. But a sensible critic will note the obvious: it’s a great deal easier to love someone we can see than someone we can’t. If God is so lovable, why doesn’t he show himself? Why does he hide himself (assuming he’s really there)?
The short answer is also the best one: He doesn’t hide himself. And he does show himself. Jesus of Nazareth is the face of God, God incarnate, his Word made flesh and blood. God knows us not merely as his creatures, animated pieces of his modeling clay, but also from the inside, as one of us. He knows our joys, fears, hopes, sorrows, and temptations not through some divine microscope but from direct human experience. Thus if we’re really serious
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about seeing God, we simply need to look for him: he remains with us, and walks with us, every day in Scripture and the Eucharist.
	He also reveals himself in the beauty of the world, and our instinctive need for it. As the philosopher Roger Scruton wrote, beauty hints at the divine. It’s fundamental to human fulfillment. Man’s desire for beauty “is a need arising from our metaphysical condition. [Beings] like us become at home in the world only by acknowledging our ‘fallen’ condition. . . . Hence the experience of beauty points us beyond this world to a ‘kingdom of ends’ in which our immortal longings and our desire for perfection are finally answered.”18
Scruton spoke as a secular scholar. But he merely echoes St. Augustine, as quoted in the Catechism:
 
Question the beauty of the earth, question the beauty of the sea, question the beauty of the air distending and diffusing itself, question the beauty of the sky . . . question all these realities. All respond: “See, we are beautiful.” Their beauty is a profession. These beauties are subject to change. Who made them if not the Beautiful One, who is not subject to change?19
 
	One other thought is worth mentioning. The Letter to the Hebrews notes that “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (10:31). In context, the letter’s author is focused on the gravity of God’s judgment
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against those persons who, having received the truth, then repudiate or ignore it. But “fear of the Lord”—reverence and awe for God’s majesty—is a theme throughout Scripture, and one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit.
	Words like “wonder” and “awe” tend to lose their meaning in cultures dominated by scientism. But we dispense with awe for God’s work and the mystery of the divine at our peril. The God of Jesus Christ is intimate and personal. Jesus asks us to call God “Abba,” father. God is, in the final words of Dante’s Paradiso, “the Love that moves the sun and the other stars.” But he is also radically holy, transcendently Other, the God of justice and thunder as well as mercy, infinite power as well as love. In Moses’s meetings with God on Sinai, God showed him only his “back,” not his “face,” so that his creature might continue to live (Ex 33:20–23). After the encounters, Moses’s own face shined in a manner so drastically transformed that it frightened the Israelites, and he subsequently wore a veil (Ex 34:29–35).
	Even in this world, in everyday life, events can sometimes be so exhilarating, so surprising, so intensely good, that they stun the senses and steal breath from the body. The joy of the Beatific Vision, an eternity in the overwhelming beauty of God’s loving face, would be the essence of what Lewis called an “acquired taste,” a taste only acquired through God’s redemption and grace and a lifetime spent cooperating with both.
	At this point, alert readers will recall that earlier in
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these reflections we left Christian, John Bunyan’s pilgrim, drowning in the river of death. We’ll return to him shortly. In the meantime, though, before our final chapter, we’ll close with one last item for thought.
	The English poet and Catholic mystic, Francis Thompson, struggled with poverty, illness, homelessness, thoughts of suicide, and opium addiction throughout much of his life. He nonetheless wrote “The Hound of Heaven,” one of the great religious poems of the last two hundred years. In Thompson’s poem, the soul flees desperately from God. But God pursues, relentlessly, a tireless hound:
 
I FLED Him, down the nights and down the days; 
  I fled Him, down the arches of the years;
I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways
  Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears
I hid from Him, and under running laughter. 
  Up vistaed hopes I sped;
  And shot, precipitated,
Adown Titanic glooms of chasmèd fears,
  From those strong Feet that followed, followed after.
    But with unhurrying chase,
    And unperturbèd pace, 
Deliberate speed, majestic instancy,
    They beat—and a Voice beat
    More instant than the Feet—
‘All things betray thee, who betrayest Me.’
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And toward the poem’s end, God speaks:
 
How little worthy of any love thou art! 
Whom wilt thou find to love ignoble thee,
  Save Me, save only Me?
All which I took from thee I did but take,
  Not for thy harms,
But just that thou might’st seek it in My arms.
  All which thy child’s mistake
Fancies as lost, I have stored for thee at home:
  Rise, clasp My hand, and come!’
 
	Heaven is real. And if we do not pursue God, he will pursue us. We can elude him. We can refuse him. But until the last beat of our heart, the hound will keep following.
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AFTERWORD
 
ON FRIENDSHIP
 
“Among all worldly things nothing seems worthy to be preferred to friendship. Friendship unites good men and preserves and promotes virtue. . . . It brings with it the greatest delight, to such an extent that all that pleases is changed to weariness when friends are absent, and all difficult things are made easy and as nothing by love.”
Aquinas
 
“There is no greater consolation than the unfeigned loyalty and mutual affection of good and true friends.”
Augustine
 
When we last saw Christian, the good pilgrim in John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, he was drowning in the river of death. Within sight of the Celestial City’s gate, he was dragged down by fear and assailed by the memory of his sins. But of course the story doesn’t end there. Throughout his journey, the Pilgrim has been aided by companions, helpers, and friends. And so it is at journey’s
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end. His final friend, “Hopeful”—with him in the worst of the raging torrent—urges him on, reminds him of God’s mercy and love, and helps him at last to the safety of life’s far shore.
	In Christian thought, the theological virtues—faith, hope, and charity—have a logical architecture. Faith is the foundation of a Godly life. We believe, and if our faith is sincere and deep enough, it allows us to trust. Trust involves risks. Faith supports the “weight” of trust and enables a life of hope. And that virtue of hope frees us from fear and allows us to forget ourselves. It enables us to love others with agape, the unselfish charity-love that seeks the best for others, even those who despise us, no matter what the cost to ourselves, while expecting nothing in return.
	The theological virtues are gifts from God. We receive them as individuals. But they’re sustained in community. As virtues, they survive and thrive with the help of others. Bunyan’s Pilgrim perseveres on the brink of despair not because of his own strength but through the presence and encouragement of his friend. Curiously though, philia— the Greek word for friendship-love—has an ambiguous place in Christian thought. As the distinguished Lutheran scholar Gilbert Meilaender wrote some years ago,
 
There can be little doubt that friendship was a considerably more important topic in the life and thought of the classical civilizations of Greece and Rome than it has, for the most part, been within Christendom.
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With the possible exception of the literature of monasticism, friendship has never been a central concern of Christian thought. . . . Within Christian thought, agape displaced philia, and it is impossible to think theologically about love without giving that fact careful consideration.1
 
Meilaender notes five reasons for this seeming displacement.
	First, philia is a preferential bond with a friend. The agape of the Gospel is non-preferential, like the love of God himself. Second, philia involves a mutual bond of freely exchanged love. Agape is given even to an enemy, with no expectation of reciprocal goodwill. Third, philia can degrade and disappear; human friendships can cool as the circumstances of life change. But agape should be marked by the same enduring fidelity that God shows to his covenant. Fourth, philia “was the noblest thing in the world in an age when ‘civic friendship’ was a widely shared ideal.” Christianity, in its practical effect, desacralized politics, distinguishing the City of God from the City of Man, with the heart’s search for a resting place in a God beyond this world. Fifth, philia was “the preeminent bond in a world for which work was of relatively little personal significance” beyond the obvious task of survival. But “agape helped shape a world in which vocation was seen as a supremely important form of service to the neighbor.”2
	The Greco-Roman world did, in fact, place a very high value on friendship. Aristotle dedicated two of the
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ten books in his Nicomachean Ethics to the subject of friendship. Cicero explored the same theme in his text De Amicitia (“On Friendship”). For Aristotle, friendship “is a sort of virtue, or at least implies virtue, and is, moreover, most necessary to our life. For no one would care to live without friends, though he had all other things.”
He describes friendship as indispensable, beautiful, and noble. He goes on to stress that
 
In poverty and all other misfortunes . . . we regard our friends as our only refuge. We need friends when we are young to keep us from error, when we get old to tend upon us and to carry out those plans which we have not strength to execute ourselves, and in the prime of life to help us in noble deeds—“two together” [as Homer says]; for thus we are more efficient both in thought and in action.3
 
	True friendship, for Aristotle, is more than mere mutual utility, though friends naturally seek to help and be useful to one another when the need arises. True friendship is also more than the joy friends take in each other’s company, though the pleasure of “fitting together” obviously animates friends. And true friendship is also more than a disposition of friendliness. We can be friendly with many people; we can be true friends with only a few. Friendship demands the investment of a person’s time and energy. It involves risk, and also candor. It requires a willingness to
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place the task of loving the friend above our own natural appetite for being loved.
	The true and highest form of friendship, for Aristotle, is that of good persons who resemble and reinforce each other in virtue. And the reason is simple. The friendship of good persons “grows with their intercourse, and they seem to become better as they exercise their faculties and correct each other’s deficiencies, for each molds himself to the likeness of that which he approves in the other.”4
We can find a bridge between Meilaender’s observations and the ancient view of friendship in the work of C. S. Lewis.
	In The Four Loves, Lewis notes that the modern world will gladly admit a person’s need for a few friends. But in practice, philia as a distinct form of love is often seen as “something quite marginal; not a main course in life’s banquet; a diversion.” Friendship is the least “natural” of the loves; the least organic; and today, when social media can create a circle of virtual “friends” a mile wide and an inch deep, it’s also the least richly experienced. We can live and breed without friendship, Lewis noted. Thus “the species,” he wrote, “biologically considered, has no need of it. The pack or herd—the community—may even dislike and distrust it. Its leaders very often do.” Friendship can be suspect because it occurs between and among private individuals, and “the moment two men are friends, they have in some degree drawn apart together from the herd.”5
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Lewis writes that
 
We picture lovers face to face but Friends side by side; their eyes look ahead. This is why [people] who simply “want friends” can never make any. The very condition of having Friends is that we should want something else besides Friends. Where the truthful answer to the question Do you see the same truth? would be “I see nothing, and I don’t care about truth; I only want a Friend,” no Friendship can arise. . . . There would be nothing for the Friendship to be about; and Friendship must be about something.
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	Do you see the same truth? Or at least, do you care about the same truth? For Lewis, these questions are ultimately at the heart of every enduring friendship. Friends may or may not agree on all the details, but what binds true friends together, beyond pleasure and utility, is a common quest or vision. Thus, he notes, “you will not find the warrior, the poet, the philosopher, or the Christian by staring in his eyes as if he were your mistress: better fight beside him, read with him, argue with him, pray with him.”
	For Christians, learning to love as God loves, with purely selfless agape, will always be our goal. But as we travel the King’s highway and pilgrim’s road, philia, the love we share with true friends, is a special gift. It makes life rich and the path less wearisome. As Lewis noted, “Friendship is not a reward for our discrimination and good taste in finding one another out. It is the instrument by which God reveals to each the beauties of all the others. . . . At this feast [of friendship], it is He who has spread the board, and it is He who has chosen the guests” (emphasis added).
	The image of friendship as a feast means that the guest list can make for some interesting memories. Lewis was brought to the Christian faith through his friendships with J. R. R. Tolkien and Hugo Dyson. All three played prominent roles in the loose, scholarly fellowship at Oxford University known to history as the Inklings. A mark of true friendship is candor, and Inkling discussions over brandy and meals could be lengthy and vigorous— and heated. Tolkien famously disliked Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia tales and wasn’t quiet about it. He also famously dominated some of the Inklings’ meetings by reading from his endless drafts of the Lord of the Rings novels.
	Thus it was an exasperated Hugo Dyson, the Tolkien friend, committed Christian, and distinguished Shakespeare scholar, who finally, and famously, blurted out, “Oh no, not another [expletive] elf!”6
 
	The word “friend” in English derives from Old English and Germanic words with the Indo-European root meaning “to love.” The Old English word freondscipe translates as “mutual regard or liking.” It can also mean “conjugal love.” But it’s only the perversity of our age, C. S. Lewis said, that sees an erotic subtext in every close friendship between two men or two women. In exaggerating the
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importance of eros, modern culture not only ruins eros by vulgarizing its beauty and rendering it just another, if pleasant, bodily function. It also degrades and impoverishes every other form of love.
	If a marriage is to endure and bear its best fruit, for example, much more than eros is needed. Sexual desire can grow and fade and grow again, but its framework over time must be grounded in a deeper philia. All great marriages are first and finally friendships.
	For the Christian, all of Creation expresses God’s love. Scripture is one long and complicated but finally triumphant love story between God and his people. Genesis tells us that God walked as an intimate friend with Adam and Eve in the Garden before the Fall. And stories of friendship fill the Old Testament. In the book of Ruth, for example, Naomi and her husband leave Bethlehem and settle in Moab because of a famine. They have two sons. Naomi’s husband eventually dies. Her sons, now grown, marry two good Moabite women, Opah and Ruth. But her sons soon also die. All three women are left as widows.
	Naomi decides to return to Bethlehem. She loves her daughters-in-law. For their own sakes, she urges them to return to their Moabite blood relatives. Opah does so, but Ruth will not abandon Naomi. Faithful to her mother-in-law, she travels with her back to Israel. In Bethlehem, Ruth supports Naomi by laboring in the fields as a gleaner. She collects the scraps left behind by the harvesters.
	The fields belong to Boaz, a kinsman of Naomi. Boaz admires Ruth’s beauty and diligence. But above all,
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he reveres her fidelity to Naomi. He protects Ruth and provides for her. Seeking the best for her daughter-in-law, Naomi encourages Ruth to present herself to Boaz, who chooses to marry her. They have a son, Obed, who becomes the father of Jesse and the grandfather of David the king. In short, because of Ruth’s friendship and love for Naomi, and Naomi’s gratitude and love in return, God grafts Ruth into the lineage of Jesus.
	The Bible’s next book, 1 Samuel, speaks of the friendship of Ruth’s great-grandson, David, with Jonathan, the son of King Saul. In chapters 18 to 20, 1 Samuel says that “the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul.” It’s fashionable in some quarters today to try tease out a sexual relationship between David and Jonathan from the biblical material, but this simply confirms the insight of C. S. Lewis mentioned above. Nothing in the text suggests anything more than a deep fraternal loyalty between two close friends and fellow warriors: a fact of life in societies fighting for their survival. Saul is mercurial and intensely jealous of his throne. He repeatedly plots to kill David. And Jonathan repeatedly warns and defends David, finally triggering the rage of his father toward himself and forcing David to flee.
	In the New Testament, Jesus calls his Apostles “friends,” not servants (Jn 15:14–15). His friendship with Peter, the rock; John, the beloved; and James, the first leader of the Church in Jerusalem, is especially close. All three, and only these three, witness the Lord’s Transfiguration.
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234The friendship Christ has with each of his twelve Apostles is unique and personal, born from the “work” of his mission. With Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, the friendship Jesus shares is more one of affection, tenderness, and rest. When Jesus weeps at the news of Lazarus’s death, his tears are for the loss of a friend, and they flow from deep and very human emotions.
	Friendship suffuses the Acts of the Apostles and the epistles. The Church grew and thrived through friends sharing the joy they found in the Gospel. Paul’s hugely fruitful missionary journeys depended on the support he drew from friendships with Barnabas, John Mark, Timothy, and others. The nature of Christian philia or friendship-love is expressed best perhaps in the Letter to the Colossians: “Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, and patience, forbearing one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so also you must forgive. And above all these, put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony” (3:12–14).
	In the Gospel of John, Jesus tells us to “love one another as I have loved you,” and “Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (15:12–13). The crowning achievement of the Christian life is a community animated and ruled by agape (unselfish love) because of the free and generous philia (friendship love) of its members. How do we get that? Jesus told us quite clearly. He left us the instructions on the night before he
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laid down his own life for all of us as his friends. And we hear his command in every Eucharistic Prayer in every sacrifice of the Mass:
	Do this in memory of me.
	
 
I began this book with some thoughts on the importance of memory. And early on, I quoted one of the poems that has always lived in my own memory. Dylan Thomas wrote “Do not go gentle into that good night,” addressed to his father, in 1947. And the lines of that poem, even today, are incandescent: Do not go gentle into that good night, / Old age should burn and rave at close of day; / Rage, rage, against the dying of the light.
	In a later stanza, Thomas speaks of good men crying how bright / Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay, / Rage, rage, against the dying of the light.
	As we age, unless we walk in a friendship with God and others who love him, memory can become as much a burden as a solace. It’s easy to tangle our hearts in a web of nostalgia and old resentments; to nearly drown, like Bunyan’s Pilgrim, in a river of past failures, sins, and “frail deeds [that] might have danced in a green bay.” The mind can wander over a lot of accumulated terrain. We think, “If only I’d had more time, I could have accomplished” this or that. Or, “Why didn’t I do X when I had the chance?” It’s a long, self-examining litany; the same litany—in different ways, with different details—that presents itself near the end of every life.
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236My own generation, born on the seam of the “silent” and boomer generations, is now passing off the stage. It did many things beautiful and life-giving, and many others wicked and destructive. We humans can be very skilled at basking in the glow of the good we did, and the even greater good we intended. I needn’t feed that habit here. Nor do I think my generation very different from or worse than many others that came before it. But tipping points in the life of a people, a culture, and a nation do happen; points beyond which everyday reality is changed in kind, not merely in degree. We’re living such a moment today. And because we’re within it, we won’t understand its implications clearly until the future renders our time now in the rearview mirror, as a series of formative events in the past.
	What the future holds is thus always ambiguous, and the temptation to fear can be strong. The United States—my home—remains a great and, in its best ideals, a good nation. But it’s also a nation of chronic racial injustice, deep sexual dysfunctions, self-flattering elites, great disparities in wealth, and the intentional destruction of more than 50 million unborn children, entire generations of a now-dead future. These things carry a heavy social mortgage, a balloon payment that must and will come due.
	Our internal divisions as a nation now run bitter and deep. For too many of us, freedom no longer means the ability to know, to choose, and to do what’s morally right; rather, it means what the scholar D. C. Schindler described as “freedom from reality” itself. It’s a freedom
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literally “diabolical” in the sense of the original Greek roots of the word: dia (between) and ballo (throw), meaning roughly to split apart or divide.7 As a result, we relentlessly try to reimagine the world to suit our desires, and then coerce others into believing our delusions. We deconstruct human nature and sexual identity with spurious gender theory. And we produce cancerous judicial decisions like the June 2020 Supreme Court rulings in Bostock v. Clayton County and Harris Funeral Homes v. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.8
Yet the Word of God, in every generation, again and again, reminds us to hope, and Scripture is the record and the proof of God’s fidelity. So as Christians, how do we live and die with a spirit of truth in a “cancel culture” of growing deceit? How do we nourish joy and peace in our own lives, in those we love, and in those who look to us for example?
I’ve kept two of Henri de Lubac’s quotations close to my heart for many years; I reread them often, and they’re worth sharing here.
	Here’s the first: “All [our religious] formulas, all the precautions of orthodoxy, all the scruples of literal conformity . . . are powerless to safeguard the purity of the faith. If the spirit should be lacking, dogma becomes no more than a myth and the Church no more than a party.”9 Lubac’s words remind us that our faith as Catholics is finally about trust, not ideas or structures, as vital as those things often are. It’s about a friendship with God that radiates outward to embrace and draw in others. It’s about knowing, and loving, and
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238following Jesus Christ as the friends he intended us to be—not merely “knowing about” him, but knowing him. Without a passion in our hearts for the living person of Jesus Christ, our faith is empty. With it, all things are possible.
	Scripture tells us that love is strong as death and a seal upon the heart (Song 8:6). But we need to believe more zealously and go even further: Love is stronger than death. It’s the seal that binds Christians together as a family across borders, hardships, persecutions, and time, across all generations of faith that came before and will follow after us. The Church is always weak, but her Lord is always strong. Empires and tyrants, ideologues and cynics, have learned that the hard way and gone down in the dust. The Church and the Word of God remain.
	My second Lubac quotation, and the one I treasure even more, is this: “I do not have to win the world, even for Christ: I have to save my soul. That is what I must always remember, against the temptation of success in the apostolate. And so I will guard myself against impure means. It is not our mission to make truth triumph, but to testify for it.”10 God will handle the rest. He’s good at that.
	We do have obligations in the world, duties that deny us the convenience of silence in the public square or escaping today’s conflicts by hiding in the hills. As a bishop 1,600 years ago, Augustine stayed with his people, encouraging, inspiring, and comforting them, even with an enemy at the gates of his city and the Roman world falling apart. Likewise today, we need to do whatever
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we can, however modest and wherever life places us, to encourage our friends in Jesus Christ and to make the world a better place in the light of the Gospel. God asks nothing more of us, but also nothing less. And we’re not alone. We’re never alone. Nor, with fellow pilgrims on the road, are we ever “powerless.”
I’ll end with a story. A friend of mine was a student in France in 1967–68 at the Catholic University of the West. And one day her class visited a château in the Loire Valley. The docent took them into a room with an enormous stretch of hanging fabric, many yards across from one wall to the other. And on the fabric were hundreds of ugly knots and tangles of stray thread in a chaos of confused shapes that made very little sense. And the docent said, “This is what the artist saw as he worked.”
Then she led my friend and her class around to the front of the fabric. And what they saw there is the great tapestry of the Apocalypse of St. John, the story of the book of Revelation in ninety immense panels. Created between 1377 and 1382, it’s one of the most stunning and beautiful expressions of medieval civilization, and among the greatest artistic achievements of the European heritage.
	The point is simply this: We rarely see the full effects of the good we do in this life. So much of what we do seems a tangle of frustrations and failures. We don’t see—on this side of the tapestry—the pattern of meaning that our faith weaves. But one day we’ll stand on the other side. And on that day, we’ll see the beauty that God has allowed us to
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240add to the great story of his creation, the richness we’ve added to the lives of our family and friends, the mark for the better we’ve left on the world, and the revelation of his love that goes from age to age no matter how good or bad the times. We are each an unrepeatable, infinitely treasured part of that story.
	And this is why our lives matter.
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