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			“How fine that Fr. Rutler’s wit and learning 
are now reaching another audience.”
— William F. Buckley Jr. 

			“An important, fascinating author.” 
— John Cardinal O’Connor

			“The author’s works are often unusual in their insights, 
their range of knowledge, and the elegance of the writing.”
— George Cardinal Pell

			“Fr. Rutler offers clarity, hope, and purpose.”
— Laura Ingraham

			“An accomplished man of letters who 
writes as gracefully as he speaks.”
— George Weigel

			“There is no other writer in the world like Fr. George Rutler.”
— Anthony Esolen

			“A penetrating seriousness, with a mind informed 
by the ages, in the best things said and done.”
— Hadley Arkes
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			Introduction

			To introduce one’s own writings is to court the danger of self-deception. Unfortunately, “to see ourselves as others see us” is not a gift with which fallen human nature is prodigal. So I leave it to readers to make of my words what they will, without excuse or explanation on my part. 

			It was not my idea to publish what follows, and at first I hesitated. These columns, which were written over some fifteen or so years for weekly parish newsletters, were meant to be timely, and so they can hardly pretend to be timeless. They also may not exemplify the sort of rhetoric that has universal application, since they were meant for local parishioners. My reservations were somewhat tempered by a fact that surprised me — which was that the new social media had found a wider audience for them. (This surely is a nudging reproach to the idea that what is “parochial” is myopic.)

			Practically my whole life as a priest has been spent in parishes, as I have always assisted in a pastoral capacity somewhere, even while fulfilling other types of assignments. A well-known, but uncomprehending scholar told me that too much pastoral work would be a waste of certain of my abilities, but I have not found it so. I hope that if I have been a wastrel with various graces, I have sometimes shared them. 

			And while I am beguiled by the lure of learning, and never neglectful of the importance of the academy, experience has convinced me that the life of the mind can be exercised more vigorously and inventively in a parish than in a university. Since teaching is the primum officium, or primary responsibility, of a pastor, I might go so far as to say that teaching in a university is like fishing in an aquarium, while teaching in a parish is like fishing in an ocean. The demographics of the former are controlled, whereas there are no admission requirements for entering the doors of a church.

			I have worked in various kinds of parishes, suburban and urban. My pastorates in Manhattan have been at the Church of Our Saviour on Park Avenue near Grand Central Terminal, and the Church of Saint Michael the Archangel in the neighborhood long called Hell’s Kitchen, along the old dockyards of the Hudson River. While certain circumstances vary, the types of personalities a priest serves are typical and common everywhere. 

			These “From the Pastor” columns appeared week by week in parish bulletins alongside the sorts of news items and notices any parishioner would recognize from his own church. Some columns deliberately address local matters. But if “God is in the details,” the columns’ domestic touch may also give the sense that the shepherd knows his flock by name and is not addressing a committee.

			In my first week at the Church of Our Saviour in 2001, the World Trade Center was attacked. Any references to that event are a witness to the consequences of September 11 for a whole world beyond a parish. Such events make a parish the whole world. The poet who said that a church is the place where people go to weep knew that tears are shed in all the cycles and seasons of souls, both harsh and happy. That includes the writer as well as the reader. 

			Every priest also knows that the same God whose house a church is, expects him to take care of the roof and the walls and pay the bills that arrive with unsolicited regularity. But the “care of the churches” (see 2 Cor. 11:28) begins with the care of the people. If a parish priest will be careful to celebrate the liturgies with reverence and exactitude, his joy will be in seeing the results — not least of which are the numbers of conversions to the faith, confessions, and priestly vocations. It is true that what takes a long time to accomplish can easily be undone, but the blessings that abound are never taken away. “Panta rhei,” said Heraclitus: “Everything flows.” But the Cross stands firm as the earth turns and the years move on. 

			And if all is in motion, the Christian knows that change is not chaos. I would be content if these brief messages to parishioners give some suggestion of how God works His purposes out in one acre of the vineyard that is His world, through the myriad changes in times and circumstances. By tracing the Church’s seasons and feasts, they may help the reader to meditate and pray, as a sort of lectio divina — notwithstanding any occasional repetitions that are the bane of anthologies. 

			Parish schedules determine deadlines, so the pastor’s columns usually are written with unseemly haste on Monday mornings, abandoning the regimen of careful preparation. I have left for editors the task of culling hundreds of columns for those they think least offensive to Christian sensibility. 

			As the Eternal Father never fails to provide, my years at my former parish were helped greatly by Dorothy McCartney, who volunteered her professional skills as proofreader and critic. After Dorothy’s lamented death, Anne White appeared with an eagle eye that erased solecisms and made the texts seem literate and informed to the innocent reader. In other works, such as my book Principalities and Powers, which involved some difficult archival work, I had the services of John Wilson, an accomplished editorial writer despite his young years — and one of the seminarians whose vocations have been a blessing to our people. He is a priest, one of many who were formed over the years in our parishes. 

			I can add only what the 122nd Psalm says, as there pass before the mind’s eye all those whom I have known at the baptismal font, confessional, altar, and grave: 

			“I was glad when they said unto me, Let us go to the House of the Lord.”

			— GWR
Church of St. Michael the Archangel

			New York City

			September 29, 2017

		

	
		
			Editor’s Note

			Following this note is Father George Rutler’s first parish column, which was printed on photocopy paper and handed out with the weekly bulletin to his new parishioners at Manhattan’s Church of Our Saviour on Sunday, September 16, 2001. At that time, the City of New York and the American nation were in an uproar of shock, mourning, and rage.

			A few mornings previously, on September 11, 2001, Father Rutler was in the process of moving into the rectory at Our Saviour to begin his first pastorate as a Catholic priest. He was still at his quarters at St. Agnes Church near Grand Central Terminal when he heard a large plane flying very low downtown, and then a distant crash. A brother priest told him he’d heard on the radio that a plane had hit the World Trade Center.

			Father Rutler went out into the street and started to run the 3.5 miles to what soon would be called “Ground Zero.” He arrived to smoke and chaos. He decided to go into St. Peter’s Catholic Church across from the burning Towers to ask for holy oils to anoint those who were injured or dying. He was confronted with the attacks’ first official casualty, the Catholic chaplain of New York City’s Fire Department, whose lifeless body had been carried in by firemen and laid out, still bleeding, in front of the church’s main altar. 

			After saying Prayers for the Dead over the body, Father headed to the Trade Center itself. There he found New York firemen — most of whom are Catholic — lined up in rows, waiting to go into the doomed buildings to bring more people out. He said over them the general, “battlefield” absolution for any unconfessed sins. 

			He spent that day covered from head to foot in white ash from the fires that consumed the Towers, two airliners, and the remains of more than 2,700 people — including 343 firemen. 

			As Father points out, this book was not his idea, but that of a group of his parishioners and friends. Each of us had independently decided that Father Rutler’s writings to our parish helped us pray — directing us to glimpse the world and our lives through God’s eyes — and should be widely shared. I am grateful to Sophia’s president, Charlie McKinney, for lighting the fire, and to those whose visionary support and commitment made it all possible: Sean Fieler, Joseph J. Frank, William Grace, Mr. and Mrs. Vincenzo La Ruffa, and Mr. and Mrs. Arthur S. Long. 

			Nearly four hundred of Father Rutler’s weekly columns are presented here. As is his habit, Father takes the reader on a tour of Catholic doctrine and philosophy, current events, blunt truth, and dangerous wit from the beginning of the world to the present day. Some columns are earth-shaking, and some seemingly everyday. But none were trivial.

			Father served as pastor of the Church of Our Saviour from September 17, 2001 to August 1, 2013, when he was transferred to become pastor of St. Michael the Archangel. So the reader may judge from the date at the bottom of each column which parish he is addressing — although in most cases, it is the parish of the world. 

			But let me emphasize that the columns are not arranged in the order in which they were written, but grouped with others from that season of the Church year. You may find a 2002 meditation on the impact of the first Easter two pages from another Easter column from 2016. For that is how Father Rutler insists that we understand them. The events of our lives have their true meaning within the life of Christ and within our daily conversation with Him. So, like a missal or a breviary, this book — apart from the first column — begins at the start of the Church year, in Advent, preparing us for the birth of Jesus, and ends in the last part of autumn as we pray to Him for the souls of the dead.

			And although it speaks to the crisis of September 11, 2001, I believe Father Rutler’s first, hurried pastoral letter encapsulates his consistent message to all souls in any time, in all the seasons of our lives.

			— Duncan Maxwell Anderson

		

	
		
			Christ Has Called Us for This Moment

			We are living through some of the most extraordinary days in the history of our nation and of all civilization. The intensity of men and women seeking absolution, the crowds flocking to the churches, are reminders that the lies against God uttered so much in recent years have not persuaded the hearts and minds of our people. 

			The sufferings and sorrows of the present days are grim echoes of all the sadness ushered into the world when our first ancestors chose to follow the Prince of Lies. The heroic acts of our people are so many instances of the triumph of virtue, even when cynics were whispering that there is no such thing as virtue anymore. 

			These weeks and months will be an unprecedented challenge to our parish. Neither the Cardinal nor I anticipated this when he appointed me to be your new pastor. But there has never been a time when we were not engaged in a monumental spiritual warfare, of which the recent attack on America is a horrific and visible reminder. 

			Crowds should not come to the confessional and to the altar only in crises like this. Pray God we shall be so shocked into reality that never again will the world take for granted God’s merciful gifts of grace.

			This Church is more than a magnificent monument to Him. It is His house and His dwelling among the people of this neighborhood. Please pray for me and for all of us that we may nurture the holy Catholic Faith in those who come here in crisis, many for the first time. And may we so offer our confessions and Communions that this parish will help in the renewal of our city and nation for the salvation of many souls. 

			God in Christ has called us for this moment.

			September 16, 2001

		

	
		
			Advent
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			The Mystery Begins 
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			“Lord, It Is Good for Us to Be Here”
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			In preparing for Christmas I am reminded each day what a great gift Our Savior has given us in our own parish church. Many visitors are fascinated with the inscription above the sanctuary: “Lord, it is good for us to be here.” Those, of course, are the words that St. Peter exclaimed after he had seen his Master transfigured in glory with light radiating from Him. Whenever we come into our church we can say the same thing.

			Advent is the preparation for celebrating the Incarnation, when the Light of the World came into His own world. St. John rejoiced that the darkness has never overcome it. It was in the late fourth century in what is now France that Advent was instituted as a time of expectation, with fasting and other spiritual preparation. It began on the feast of St. Martin of Tours, and so was called “St. Martin’s Lent.”

			What is superficial in our culture has tended in recent times to warp the significance of this season, to avert our gaze from the birth of Christ. Pope Benedict has called such paganizing of Christians “reverse evangelization.” Indications are that the trend is changing, and at least the word “Christmas” is being heard again instead of “Holiday.” Advent is based on fact. St. Peter wrote: “It was not any cleverly invented myths that we were repeating when we brought you the knowledge of the power and the coming of Our Lord Jesus Christ; we had all seen his majesty for ourselves. . . . We heard this ourselves, spoken from heaven, when we were with him on the holy mountain” (see 2 Pet. 1:16, 18).

			If we adore Christ, our neighborhood of Murray Hill can be a holy mountain, too. He has blest our parish in ways we might never have expected, with an unprecedented number of children and young adults, as well as the wise and venerable veterans of long lives. We have a responsibility to them all. I feel a special, fatherly regard for the remarkable number of seminarians from our parish. 

			St. Peter will be with us this Christmas, with all the saints and faithful departed in the Holy Mass. He reminds us: “So we have confirmation of what was said in prophecies; and you will be right to depend on prophecy and take it as a lamp for lighting a way through the dark, until the dawn comes and the morning star rises in your minds” (see 2 Pet. 1:19).

			November 28, 2010

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			A Story
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			In the winter months, it would be salutary for people young and old to put down their iPods and other electronic devices and tell each other stories. Any subject will do, and I submit as an example the curious saga of the salamander. That strange sort of lizard hibernates in the hollows of logs and jumps out when the wood is burning. That probably was the source of legends about them and flames. More than three centuries before the Incarnation, Aristotle was writing about this. A few decades after the Resurrection, Pliny the Elder, a naturalist whose curiosity about curiosities led to his death when Vesuvius destroyed Pompeii, was skeptical about such tales. But the Talmud claims that salamanders were born from fire, and according to one ninth-century commentator, Mohammed listed salamanders among things that he did not like and that should be crushed.

			In the twelfth century, Pope Alexander III prized a cloak made of salamander skins. This great friend of St. Thomas Becket (whom he canonized) was not superstitious, and, in fact, helped charter Oxford and other universities, but he may have thought the cloak would impress the haughty emperor, Frederick Barbarossa. In the sixteenth century, Mary Queen of Scots adopted the salamander as a symbol, it having been an emblem of her grandfather-in-law, King Francis I of France. You can see it at the beautiful Château d’Azay-le-Rideau. It just happened that the mother of her second husband was of the Clan Douglas, whose emblem is a green salamander. As one legend has the salamanders bursting into fire as they died, it was fitting that Lord Darnley was strangled and blown up. But the legend had the salamander rising to life again from its ashes, and this is why Queen Mary embroidered an image of the salamander while waiting in prison for her execution, and took as a motto, “In my end is my beginning.”

			If all this seems a bit arcane, in more recent popular culture P. G. Wodehouse’s character Gussie Fink-Nottle had a hobby of breeding newts, which are a form of salamander. Auberon Waugh, son of the great Catholic novelist Evelyn Waugh, compared the socialist mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, who was a serious expert on newts, to Gussie.

			Now, among the stories ever told, the greatest, and truest, is the Advent of Christ into the world. C. S. Lewis, having written about this metaphorically in his Narnia tales, said: “Christianity is the story of how the rightful king has landed, you might say in disguise, and is calling us all to take part in His great campaign of sabotage.” That king is Jesus Christ, and his great campaign was against the Prince of Lies. The sabotage worked: “For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man” (1 Cor. 15:21). In our end is our beginning. 

			November 27, 2016
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			The Trial
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			The four weeks of Advent test how profoundly we understand the meaning of life. In these weeks, the Church reveals the deepest mysteries: Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell. Christ saves us from the banality of skimming life on the surface — eating, working, shopping, sleeping, waking up, and doing it all over again.

			God created us for great glory, and that is why people become quietly frustrated when they have ignored these great mysteries. ”Angst” is the neurosis we suffer when we are not listening to the voice of Christ. He may be drowned out temporarily by idle chatter and amusements, but as St. Augustine said, “Our hearts are restless, O Lord, until they find their rest in Thee.” 

			The old maxim is poignant: “A man wrapped up in himself becomes a very small package.” More important than wrapping gifts in this season is the obligation to unwrap ourselves: to confess to Christ our failings and our desire to live life as He wants it, so that we might rejoice with Him forever. 

			Our culture is enduring a trial. If Christ does not rule our minds and hearts, mere men will try to do it, and they will do it badly. When the Judges of Israel wanted a human king, Samuel warned them: “He will take the best of your fields, vineyards, and olive groves and give them to his officials. He will tithe your flocks, and you yourselves will become slaves” (1 Samuel 8:14, 17). 

			Even the cynical Pontius Pilate was amazed that Christ’s own people had “handed him over” to the government. By their own declaration, the crowd wanted “no king but Caesar” (John 18:30; 19:15). Each generation is tempted to hand Christ over to cynics. We do it when we barter our conscience for comfort and our freedom for frivolity. Had they obeyed Christ’s truth, things would have been different for them. 

			If Catholics behaved as Catholics, our culture would not be satisfied with getting little things from elected officials in exchange for our moral dignity. If we only want things, we shall only be things. Christ looks at us as He looked at the crowds when He walked on this earth. Amid the passing fashions of mindless men, He says: “Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice” (John 18:37).

			December 2, 2012 
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			Choosing the Light
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			This holy season every year is a healthy kind of crisis. The Chinese character for “crisis” famously consists of two strokes: one stands for “danger” and the other “opportunity.” If the Four Last Things (Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell) are dangerous subjects, then understanding them is also an opportunity to be rescued from living life superficially. 

			Without Advent, the only thing to do is to “rush” Christmas, with celebrations ahead of time that lack much purpose. Christmas parties in Advent and wreaths without reason can even make the feast of the Nativity depressing once it arrives — “joy without a cause,” as G. K. Chesterton put it in 1911 in his epic poem The Ballad of the White Horse. 

			At least putting up Christmas lights early is a way of expressing a desire for light rather than dark. Our Lord also spoke of people who “loved the dark rather than the light” (John 3:19), and we see that today in those who would ban any mention of Christmas at all. 

			The Logos, or the Word, is Jesus Himself, who uttered all things into being by saying, “Fiat” — “Let there be.” And the first thing He let there be was light: “Light from Light,” as the Creed chants it. 

			The choice of darkness rather than light is a preference for the Prince of Darkness over Christ the Light. The best way to walk in the Light is to get rid of the darkness in the soul, and so Advent is a prime time for confessing sins in the sacrament of reconciliation. Then the penitent is reunited with the Light of the World. 

			“He is before all things, and by him all things are held together” (Col. 1:17). As the highest truths are very simple, the simplest is this: Without the Christ of Christmas, all things fall apart. 

			December 1, 2013 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			Our Destiny
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			Faith is not a substitute for reason. It is an extension of reason that is dimensions beyond our limited human intelligence. “Eye has not seen, nor has ear heard, nor has it even entered the heart of man, the wonderful things God has prepared for those who love him” (1 Cor. 2:9). It takes faith to trust that those we love and mourn deeply are now alive in a more glorious state. This is a reasonable belief because Our Lord, who is Truth, says it is so. 

			In the first week of Advent, the Church looks at the holy mystery of death. If we do not think about death — the first of the Last Things, we shall be mindless when it comes. This is one example of the Church’s utter practicality, in contrast to the denial of death in popular culture. Dying is one thing we do without training. Everyone who ever existed did it. To do it right is another matter. That is why we pray for the grace of a holy death. 

			Grievous as death may be from a human perspective, life without death would be grotesque. The greatest deeds have been accomplished by men and women who were aware of the shortness of life. Today’s life expectancy is seventy-seven years, but in the perspective of eternity, a lifespan of one hundred would be little different from a span of thirty-seven — the average until the invention of penicillin. 

			The human condition does not guarantee immortality. Some ancient pagans and modern sentimentalists have believed in immortality as the inability to die. Christians recognize both death and resurrection. Heavenly life comes only through Christ, who raises from the dead. It is not a ghostly half-life. It is “fullness of life.” Because this fullness is not on earth, all attempts at happiness are inadequate, and boredom sets in. Our attraction to beauty, truth, and goodness is an intimation that earthly life is not our ultimate destiny. 

			Since September 11, a deeper sobriety attends Christ’s description of the approaching end of the world: “Nations will rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom. There will be great earthquakes, plagues and famines in various places, and in the sky fearful omens and great signs” (Luke 21:10–11). 

			All things are temporary, including the Temple in Jerusalem and the World Trade Center in New York. What matters is not when the world will end, or even when we will end, but rather the fact that we will end, and by God’s grace be raised in glory. This is great good news from the viewpoint of all the saints, who with the angels join us at the altar at the Sanctus of the Mass. 

			December 2, 2001
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			Modern Martyrs
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			In contemplating death as a gate to a larger and more glorious life, it is well to bear in mind how great Christians die well. Last Sunday, thirteen more martyrs were beatified in Mexico. These Cristeros, including three priests and eight laymen — the youngest being fourteen — were among the many who died for Christ in the late 1920s at the hands of the anti-Catholic government ruling Mexico, each one declaring as he gave his life: ¡Viva Cristo Rey! (Long live Christ the King!).

			On his recent state visit to China, President Bush spoke out for the civil rights of persecuted religions. Some ten to twenty million Christians suffer there. In August, one of countless martyrs, Bishop Xie Shiguang, died after spending twenty-eight years in prison. Last November, as part of widespread oppression in Indonesia, three Catholic schoolgirls were beheaded by Muslim terrorists. The situation is even worse in North Korea under the brutal regime of Kim Jong Il. 

			President Bush said in his human-rights speech in Japan: “Satellite maps of North Korea show prison camps the size of whole cities.”1 The United States Commission on International Religious Freedom reports horrifying accounts of mind control, prison labor, and executions of Christians. Possession of a Bible warrants a death sentence. One father and daughter caught with a Bible were shot before an assembly of schoolchildren. A crowd of parishioners “cried, screamed out, or fainted” as they were forced to watch five of their lay Christian leaders being tied down and run over by a steamroller.2 Upwards of one hundred thousand exiles have fled the Kim Jong Il regime, but most remain under the harshest conditions. 

			These events get little publicity in the mainstream Western media while Western Christians are busy with their Christmas shopping. We are beneficiaries of the merits of so many martyrs and should remember their holy dying by celebrating the advent of the Redeemer of the World. 

			By happy providence, some of our holy icons to be installed around our altar in time for Christmas are of martyrs from some of the lands I have mentioned. May their intercessions make us truly thankful for the blessings we enjoy. And with joyful hope in the Resurrection, we should ponder ever more reverently the meaning of our words when we pray in the Miraculous Medal novena each Monday for “the grace of a happy death.” 

			November 27, 2005 

			
				
					1	George W. Bush, “Remarks in Kyoto,” November 16, 2005, The Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=73665.

				

				
					2	Meghan Clyne, “Korean Reds Targeting Christians,” New York Sun, November 16, 2005, http://www.nysun.com/.
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			The Deeds of the Lord
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			The Church has a long memory. One might well say that she “is” memory. She is in fact the memory of the human race. In her nascent form in the history of Israel, she was already recollecting the human drama: “I will remember the deeds of the Lord” (Ps. 77:11). As Christ is the Beginning and the End of all things, He can call to mind events and circumstances from before recorded history. The Pharisees knew the history of the Mosaic Law, but only Christ knew what life was like from the Beginning (cf. Matt. 19:8).

			While philosophers animate and amplify the cultural memory, Christ is the source of the truth that philosophy seeks. This is why Christ is not a philosopher. He can be understood only as the ultimate object of philosophy, the eternal Wisdom, Logos, which shaped the logical order of the universe. “He is before all things, and in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:17). So St. Paul told the stately philosophers in Athens — that Christ is the mysterious “unknown god” who replaced their question marks with an exclamation point (Acts 17:23).

			As the memory is part of the soul, tyrants dehumanize people by manipulating their memory. They describe heroes as villains and villains as heroes, and erase events that are inconvenient to their narrative of the world.

			This also happens in the private conscience. People try to forget the truth when they want to lie. But since lies contradict the way things are, liars have to fabricate a false history. So it is that liars need a good memory. They have to remember what they have denied. This is the protocol of all moral confusion. 

			A common way to lie is to change words. Euphemisms are verbal gymnastics to avoid the truth. For instance, vice can be made to sound attractive by calling it “liberating.” Or, as Stalin said, “One death is a tragedy; one million is a statistic.” A recent headline on the front page of the New York Post told of a criminal horror: “Baby Ripped from Womb.” The subtitle said: “Bronx Mom Slain for Fetus.” Now, a baby is a fetus, and a fetus is a baby. Why not just call it a baby? It is hard to extricate oneself from euphemisms. As Sir Walter Scott wrote: “Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive!”

			Advent awakens the moral memory to the most important facts. They can be erased from memory by ignoring Advent altogether. But then we would cease to be Christians entrusted with the memory of the human race. “I have said these things to you, that when the hour comes, you may remember that I told them to you” (John 16:4).

			November 29, 2015
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			We Are Not Called to Cope
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			The season of Advent is lyrically beautiful if one is willing to engage the realities it teaches. T. S. Eliot belabored the obvious in saying, “Humankind cannot bear very much reality.” 

			Reality, nonetheless, has the last say. Advent focuses on the reality of life as a sacred gift from God, and not a morally indifferent biological accident to be manipulated by human will. Pope Paul VI was scorned for saying this in his prophetic encyclical Humanae Vitae, whose predictions have been realized with frightening rapidity. The first illusion the encyclical condemned was artificial contraception. Those cultures that ignored reality are entering what the European Union now admits is a demographic “catastrophe.” The dwindling population rate is leading to the collapse of social welfare benefits and the bankruptcy of Europe’s cradle-to-grave welfare state. The cradles are emptying as fast as the graves are filling.

			A report presented to the European Parliament by the Institute for Family Policies says, “Europe is plunged in an unprecedented demographic winter and has become an elderly continent, with a large birth deficit, fewer marriages and more of them broken, homes emptying.” The report projects that there will be twenty-seven million fewer Europeans by 2050, with every third inhabitant over sixty-five. Unspoken is the effect of Islamic immigration to fill the vacancies and replace European civilization. What is chillingly unreal about the report is its acceptance of those eugenic policies that brought on the catastrophe. Our own nation is on the edge of entering the same illusory promise of a “bright future” that ignores the facts of life.

			From a secular perspective, Johns Hopkins University sociologist Andrew Cherlin has written about the harm done to children by the “Marriage-Go-Round” in the United States. Marriage has become a status symbol rather than an essential core of society. Marriages in our country are even more ephemeral than in Europe. After just five years of marriage, 23 percent of Americans had separated or divorced, compared with 12 percent in West Germany, 8 percent in Great Britain, and 3 percent in Italy. Dr. Cherlin’s approach is utilitarian and ultimately defeatist: “I think our best hope is to find better ways of coping with the culture we have.”

			Christ does not call us to cope with the culture, but to transform it. Transformation happened in a decaying Roman Empire, and it can happen in our quaking modern imperium, but only by facing reality. In their recent annual conference, the U.S. bishops issued a pastoral letter on marriage, which realistically spoke of good and evil. It is already being criticized by the sorts who mocked Humanae Vitae in 1968, but they are growing very gray.

			November 29, 2009 
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			Judgment
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			During the 1976 Eucharistic Congress in Philadelphia, a relatively unknown figure, the Archbishop of Krakow, said: “We are now standing in the face of the greatest historical confrontation humanity has ever experienced. I do not think that the wide circle of the American society, or the whole wide circle of the Christian community, realize this fully. We are now facing the final confrontation between the Church and the anti-church, between the Gospel and the anti-gospel. . . . The confrontation lies within the plans of Divine Providence. It is . . . a trial which the Church must take up, and face courageously.”

			The speaker was the future Pope John Paul II. His words in Philadelphia certainly were as prophetic as the voices in Judea thousands of years ago. In the subsequent generation, crammed with breathtaking events of universal and historic significance, heroic and tragic, we can count the manifold ways in which John Paul II seemed to see the judgment of God at work.

			The second week of Advent teaches about Judgment. First, and most immediate for the human condition, is the particular judgment each of us will experience at the moment of death, when our life passes before us. Christ as Judge makes no arbitrary decisions, but rather avails Himself as the measure of our compatibility with His love. The other judgment is the social judgment of the whole world. This will happen at the end of time, when all created things and time and space themselves will end. There was an intimation of this in the earthquake when Christ died on the Cross, as prelude to His Resurrection, when He could “die no more” (Rom. 6:9).

			Confronting the Judge, we have the option of two kinds of fear. The first is the terrified perplexity of the person who knows only self-love, and has lived life as though the self were God. The second is the joyful awe sensed by the person who has loved God and neighbor as much as the self. 

			In the moral order, people have to make judgments for the sake of sanity, but those judgments must be based on standards outside one’s sentiments — rather the way we measure objects according the standards set by the Bureau of Weights and Measures. Jesus submitted to the judgment of Pontius Pilate, and by so doing, He took on the suffering of those who are wrongly judged. 

			Jesus did not deny Pilate’s right to pass judgment, yet He reminded Pilate that he was answerable to a higher authority: “You would have no power over me were it not given to you from above” (John 19:11). The Christian command not to judge others is about defining justice without accountability to God. “He who rejects me and does not receive my sayings has a judge; the word that I have spoken will be his judge on the last day” (John 12:48).

			December 6, 2015
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			Purge Me
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			One of the customs in the beautiful Advent season is the Asperges me, which actually is indicated for solemn liturgies on any Sunday of the year. This sprinkling of the faithful with holy water as part of the opening penitential rite is a thankful reminder of our baptisms, which cleansed us from original sin. 

			The classical Latin words translate part of Psalm 51: “Thou shalt purge me with hyssop.” It is gratifying that the liturgical forms as we have been developing them in our parish have been affirmed by the most recent indications of the Holy See. The common liturgical language of the Latin rite brings together the many nationalities represented in our parish. 

			In an audience he granted to the Latinitas Foundation last Monday, Pope Benedict XVI said that Latin should not merely be conserved; it should be encouraged and spread, particularly among the young. He explained that “the great treasures” of the language must not be lost, nor should Catholics lose the habit of using Latin as the official language of the Church. 

			In his apostolic constitution Veterum Sapientia of 1962, and contrary to some “disinformation” from people who sought radical changes in worship, Pope John XXIII confirmed the role of Latin as the international language of the Catholic Church. Latin is also the official language of the Vatican city-state. 

			Also in Advent we have the grace of the feast of the Immaculate Conception on December 8. Pope Benedict XVI has announced a plenary indulgence for Catholics who honor the Virgin Mary on that day. He declared the indulgence to mark the fortieth anniversary of the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council. The announcement indicates that the Pope, “when he renders public homage of praise to Mary Immaculate, has the heartfelt desire that the entire Church should join with him, so that all the faithful, united in the name of the common Mother, become ever stronger in the faith, adhere with greater devotion to Christ, and love their brothers with more fervent charity.” 

			A plenary indulgence, as Pope Paul VI explained in Indulgentiarum Doctrina in 1967, is “a remission before God of the temporal punishment due to sins whose guilt has already been forgiven.” Indulgences can be decreed by the Pope or, under certain restrictions, bishops. The faithful can obtain indulgences for themselves or for the souls in Purgatory. 

			December 4, 2005 
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			“Let Marriage Be Held in Honor”
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			Given cynicism about the civil-justice system in our day, it is striking to read in Scripture the desire to be judged by God. “Be Thou my judge, O God, and plead my cause” (Ps. 43:1). 

			God is a “righteous judge” who will not be swayed by clever attorneys or malleable juries. But the merciful Christ also says, “This is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up in the last day” (John 6:39).

			It would be the sin of presumption to suppose that God’s mercy does not require that we act justly. The prodigal son had to take the first step in the order of justice to return to the father.

			The sacraments of Holy Orders and Marriage bestow a “grace of state” (grace suitable for one’s state in life) by which God enables the receivers, according to their consecrated status, to promote His justice in the world. The ordained man does that by teaching and bringing Christ to the people. The husband and wife do that by showing the relationship between Christ and His Church.

			In my years as pastor, there have so far been 367 weddings in our church. Each one is like the first, and it is a joy to welcome the offspring of those couples in baptism. Our very good system of instruction is important in our society, which is so unjust about marriage that governments are even trying to “redefine” it. 

			One often-overlooked offense against God’s justice is cohabitation before marriage. There are those who snobbishly say that sex before marriage is only destructive among the poor and the uneducated. Everyone is poor without God’s grace, and few of us are well educated about the laws of God. Often those least fortunate in the social order maintain God’s justice better than those who consider themselves sophisticated.

			Cohabitation before marriage increases the chance of divorce by 50 percent because of its wrong understanding of love. It also increases the tendency to adultery after marriage. Marriage is a social fact, and not a private matter. As it affects all of society, its misuse is unjust to everyone by distorting what God made marriage to be. It is unjust to the couple because it deprives them of grace. 

			Those desiring to “walk in the ways of justice” should not receive the Eucharist without a firm purpose of returning to God through Confession. As God is a just judge, He requires the best of those He loves. “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the marriage bed be undefiled; for God will judge the immoral and adulterous” (Heb. 13:4). With thanks for so good a judge, we await the coming of Christ with holy awe — instead of the servile fear that is the neurosis of people who underestimate their own potential for holiness.

			December 6, 2009
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			Illusion and Eternity

			[image: ]

			Our Lord, who judges no one (John 8:15), says: “For judgment I came into this world” (John 9:39). 

			Jesus does not contradict Himself. He judges no one in the sense of an arbitrary assessment. But His blatant existence challenges any lies made against His law. Since He is the Incarnation of Truth, Christ’s judgment is perfect. Ours is not. When the Church passes judgment by censure or excommunication, she is ensuring and communicating the judgment of Christ, and not a human opinion.

			People who say, “Don’t be judgmental,” are usually guilty of something. The inability to make a right judgment is a symptom of madness. Nietzsche expressed the cynicism of his age when he said that man as Superman would replace God, who had died. Yet in the confusion of his own illusory judgment, Nietzsche spent the last eleven years of his life in an insane asylum. When personal opinion contradicts public fact, the ensuing judgment is sure to be wrong. 

			St. Anthony Claret said that right judgment is compromised by greed, sensuality, ignorance, and selfishness. He disparaged “independence of mind and will” as the inclination to see things as you want them to be, instead of as they are. This is the madness that does not let facts intrude upon judgment. A recent survey by the Intercollegiate Studies Institute shows that 44 percent of our elected officials cannot identify quotations from the Declaration of Independence or the Gettysburg Address — and yet they are making judgments about the moral course of our nation. In the last election, the majority of voters were more concerned about finances than legalized infanticide or terrorism. Christ Himself surveys this scene, which soon will shatter in the sheer light of Truth. That is how civilizations collapse, and why Advent is a season of warnings.

			During the recent massacre in Bombay, one of our parishioners, trapped in the Taj Mahal Hotel, prayed with me by e-mail. Before emerging safely from those agonizing hours, he witnessed the madness of highly trained terrorists. Neither the “terror by night nor the arrow that flies by day” (Ps. 91:5) is chaotic; it is calculating, and all the worse for it. As Chesterton said, “A madman is not the man who has lost his reason. The madman is the man who has lost everything except his reason.” These terrorists could even give reasons for threatening babies, just as some of our elected officials do. 

			Condemnation of evil abroad is a convenience for some, to avoid assessing evil in our own land. Two days after the massacre in India, suburbanites on Long Island stormed a Wal-Mart and trampled to death a shop clerk in their rush for “Christmas bargains.” That macabre Christmas pageant made Herod the hero. I doubt any of those barbarians had meditated on Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell.

			December 7, 2008
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			Our Defense against Evil
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			A young businessman told me that on a recent trip to California he was struck by how insipid the art of conversation had become among those he met there, and that the stock reply to almost every observation or critical comment on any subject was: “It’s all good.” 

			Although New Yorkers might breezily pass this off as typical of the insipidity in what they call “La-La Land,” this insouciance has infected all parts of our society. To say of everything, “It’s all good,” is to imply that nothing is bad, and that, in turn, means that nothing is either really good or really bad.

			Judgment is the act of distinguishing bad from good — and consequently, wrong from right. The inability to make a right moral judgment is a form of insanity. The philosopher Hannah Arendt said, “The sad truth is that most evil is done by people who never make up their minds to be good or evil.” She spoke of the “banality of evil” with reference to the cruelest Nazis — who did not look or speak like the Devil, and seemed even mild and harmless as they engineered horrors. If you want a current example of the consequences of bad judgment, consider the teenager just a few blocks from our church who was arrested for shoplifting a pair of jeans and some lingerie while calmly carrying a dead baby in her shopping bag. At her arraignment, the prosecuting attorney said, “Shoplifting with the baby in her bag the entire time certainly suggests a little bit of difficulty following society’s rules.” 

			If “it’s all good,” then murder is an awkward “difficulty,” and “society’s rules” are the invention of a transient society — not commands from the Creator.

			True worship defies the mediocrity that softens our moral defense against evil. In the last generation, our narcissistic culture has chosen self-worship over divine worship. It is mostly the graying people now who want what alert young people wryly call “Happy-Clappy Masses” with bland folk music and blander preaching. Some Catholics are so immersed in banality that they feel threatened when the Church merely chants the Catholic words of the Liturgy in a language higher than the idioms of the fading day. To support their lack of judgment, they invoke a fabricated “Spirit of Vatican II” that is the opposite of what that Council prescribed. 

			He who is the Truth proposed no standard to measure what is good or bad in us, other than how we measure in the reflection of His holy eyes. 

			December 8, 2013 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			Comfort for Timid Souls
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			I am fond of the Latin line embroidered into one panel of the Bayeux Tapestry, depicting the Norman Conquest. Under a depiction of Bishop Odo, brother of William the Conqueror, who is striking at reluctant troops with a war club, we read, “Hic Odo episcopus baculum tenens confortat pueros,” “Here Odo the bishop holding a club comforts the boys.”

			It is not the sort of comfort the young soldiers may have appreciated, but it is precisely what “to comfort” really means: to strengthen, to fortify, to prod along. Thus, Jesus refers to the Holy Spirit as the Comforter. In Advent, we hear the opening lines of Handel’s Messiah from Isaiah 40: “Comfort ye my people, saith the Lord.” 

			Pope Benedict XVI has already given us a great Christmas present in his encyclical Spe Salvi, which takes its title from St. Paul’s words, “In hope we were saved” (Rom. 8:24). The Pope is like Bishop Odo without the battle club, prodding timid minds into deeper thoughts. But his great mind is able to make these thoughts clear and simple in a way quite startling for a formal papal document. He urges us into spiritual combat with the forces of despair, materialism, atheism, scientism, utopianism, and false progress with a grace that exemplifies hope itself. Eternal life, says the Pope, is not a boring repetition of existence. It is “a plunging ever anew into the vastness of being, in which we are simply overwhelmed with joy.” He cites St. Bernard of Clairvaux’s dictum that God, whose divine nature does not suffer, nonetheless “suffers with” a broken world in the Passion of Christ.

			No human institution is capable of such a vision expressed so cogently as this teaching of Holy Church. We should be thankful for it. Interestingly, Pope Benedict teaches in a way appreciated by the thinkers of the Eastern Church as well, quoting the Greek Doctor St. Maximus the Confessor and Dostoyevsky, and describing Purgatory in the light of the wisdom of the Fathers of both East and West. He specifically mentions the experience of communism and, for the first time in a modern encyclical, he does not cite as proof-texts any quotations from Vatican II — a council in which he himself participated. He is emphasizing that Vatican II is part of a continuum of the entire tradition of the Church and not a disruption of it. 

			No better preparation could there be for Christmas than a prayerful reading of Spe Salvi and a good confession.

			December 9, 2007
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			Preparate Corda Vestra (Prepare Your Hearts)
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			If the reverent expectancy of Advent has become, in the public square, drowned out by early, mostly secularized observances of Christmas, it is at least partly because a superficial culture is uncomfortable with the mysteries of Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell. But those subjects are discordant with the “Christmas spirit” only if that particular “Christmas spirit” is some enthusiasm other than the Holy Spirit. Our nation and our entire world are engaged in a grave political crisis whose solution is to be found in what Christ has shown us about the Four Last Things. Mature adults do not distract themselves from threats of terrorism, war, domestic discontents, and their own mortality by singing “Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer.”

			I do not want to sound like the Grinch who stole Christmas. I should add that a portrait of “Dr. Seuss” (Theodor Geisel), who created that entertaining character, now hangs in a corridor of my old college library, where he studied writing very well. The real Grinch is that Prince of Lies, who would steal from us life itself. The Holy Church speaks with marvelous warnings in Advent because there is a great joy that souls are in danger of missing if they do not know what the birth of Christ means. 

			Christianity gives the world the paradox of solemn preparation for what is called a “solemn feast.” That feast, after it arrives, will be properly loud, joyous, filled with what St. Thomas Aquinas approvingly calls “hilarity,” and will go on for weeks. But even the Midnight Mass of Christmas itself will begin with great solemnity, because the ultimate truth — salvation — is a joy deeper than frivolity can express. It is so glorious that it would frighten us if we saw it face-to-face in this fragile world. Advent exists because to understand the greatness of God’s gift, we must prepare our hearts. 

			During this second week of Advent, when the focus is on divine Judgment, Cardinal Egan will solemnly dedicate our now mortgage-free, and hence judgment-free, church, followed by an entirely appropriate party in the undercroft, to which all are invited. All of us should think about the parish’s life as we enter a new phase of growth and witness, for we shall be accountable to the Divine Judge for what we have done with His blessings. This is just one reminder that our parish is part of a much larger Church against which “the gates of Hell shall not prevail.” 

			The Holy Child of Bethlehem, whom no grimness can steal from us, is splendidly honored in this season by the children of the parish. They will perform our annual Nativity play in the undercroft following the 11:00 a.m. Mass next Sunday as a prelude to the solemn high feast of the Nativity.

			December 8, 2002 
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			Rejoice, Jerusalem!
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			Fondly do I hope that we may sometime, not too far off, be able to purchase hymnals that have a wider range of congregational singing, including more of the great hymns of the Church. Any such collection has to include St. Bernard’s magnificent verses on Heaven. My most beloved relatives and friends have been buried to strains of Bernard’s lines:

			Jerusalem the Golden, with milk and honey blest,
Beneath thy contemplation, sink heart and mind oppressed.
I know not, oh, I know not what joys await us there.
What radiancy of glory, what bliss beyond compare.

			On the third Sunday of Advent, the Church preaches about Heaven. The liturgical antiphon of the day, “Laetare, Ierusalem” (Rejoice, Jerusalem), refers to the Heavenly Kingdom, of which earthly Jerusalem is the type. Every Christian doctrine is a way of speaking about Heaven. The Creed is like a spectrum that refracts the light of Heaven into primary colors, and these colors are what we call the doctrines of the Church. Heaven is invisible to us now, yet it is more solid and permanent than anything seen in time and space. As human beings, we have a foot in each camp — earthly and heavenly. The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) teaches that God “from the beginning of time made at once out of nothing both orders of creatures, the spiritual and the corporeal, that is, the angelic and the earthly, and then the human creature, who as it were shares in both orders, being composed of spirit and body.”

			This causes both our joy and frustration, for as St. Augustine says, “I am caught up to Thee by thy love only to be swept back by my own weight.” In Heaven the tension is resolved: Our bodies are “glorified,” that is, they are more “bodily” in Heaven than they are on earth because they are free of sin and death. Only a cynic would think that diminishes our reality. 

			Heaven is where God is. Belief in Heaven explains what we are supposed to be on earth. Continuing the tradition of Lateran IV, Vatican II teaches: “When God is forgotten, the creature itself grows unintelligible.”3 

			God came to earth in Christ to show us how to get to Heaven. It was the most “worldly” thing that ever happened, because He reconciled the world to Himself. Nothing is more unworldly in an impractical sense than to reject all that Christ told the world about Heaven. 

			December 16, 2001 

			
				
					3	Second Vatican Council, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et Spes, December 7, 1965, no. 36.
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			Heaven — a Glimpse
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			Joy is more than happiness, if you take happiness to mean feeling good. Joy is a fact beyond feeling, and the fact is the actual possession of what is good. As only God is good, true joy is being with God. Because “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself,” only Christ can make our joy “full” (2 Cor. 5:19; John 15:11). Gaudete, or “Rejoice,” Sunday is, like Laetare Sunday in Lent, a glimpse of joy along the way to joy. 

			C. S. Lewis called his spiritual autobiography Surprised by Joy because, I think, he was brought up in a Calvinist atmosphere that had a pessimistic view of the world. Saints are grateful for joy, but they are not surprised by it. They expect it because Jesus promises it. For the martyrs, their most joyful moment in this world was their physically painful death, because they were not sentimentally motivated by feelings. St. Stephen rejoiced as he was being stoned, for he could see the heavens opened. 

			Cardinals of the Church wear red as a sign of their joyful willingness to suffer for the Faith and for the Pope, who is guarantor of that Faith. In modern times, cardinals such as József Mindszenty,4 Ignatius Kung,5 and Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan6 did that vividly. Sometimes the suffering is more subtle. Earlier this month, the Archbishop of Madrid, Cardinal Antonio Maria Rouco Varela, was threatened with physical violence by students at the Autonomous University of Madrid if he gave a lecture there on the subject “The God Who Is Unknown to Twenty-First-Century Spaniards.” A laureate of the universities of Salamanca and Munich, Cardinal Varela is a finer scholar than the sophomoric hypocrites who would not let him speak. So God remains unknown to them, and they remain deprived of God’s joy. The Spanish radio network COPE remarked, “Freedom and truth have become a nuisance at the place which is supposed to be the pillar of knowledge — the university.”7 

			Compounding the scandal were the weakness of the faculty in protecting free speech and the Spanish government’s claim that it could not guarantee the cardinal’s security. In 2008, the Pope himself was threatened if he spoke at the University of Rome. The Prince of Lies hates places dedicated to the pursuit of truth, and so he screams when the truth is spoken, and becomes most agitated in those places once thought to be most Christian. 

			“Secularism” is not just a cultural fashion. It is the world’s worship of its worldliness, the most degrading kind of narcissism. By its self-hypnosis, it is more subtle and thus more lethal than other heresies and tyrannies. All this was foreseen by Christ when He fortified His disciples with joy — while warning them of obstacles and obscurantists to come. “Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so persecuted they the prophets which were before you” (Matt. 5:12).

			December 12, 2010

			
				
					4	Between 1919 and 1971, József Mindszenty was imprisoned by Socialists, Communists, Nazis, and then Communists once again. In 1948, as the Soviet-backed Communists were demanding that Hungary’s nearly five thousand Catholic schools be nationalized and their land given to the state, Mindszenty rallied the people, urging them to resist. He was arrested for treason and sentenced to life in prison. After the brief Hungarian uprising of 1956, he moved into the U.S. embassy, where he refused Soviet offers of safe passage out of Hungary — choosing to remain a thorn in the Soviets’ side. He finally moved to Vienna in 1971 and spent the last three years of his life traveling the world, denouncing Communism.

				

				
					5	Ignatius Kung Pin-Mei was consecrated bishop of Shanghai in 1949 after the Communist takeover of China. He was crucial in inspiring what soon became an underground Catholic Church. Arrested by the Communists in 1955, he was brought into a dog-racing stadium, where thousands were ordered to attend. With his hands tied behind him, he was pushed toward a microphone to confess his crimes against the state. He shouted into the microphone, “Long live Christ the King! Long live the Pope!” The crowd roared back the same words. Kung was held for thirty years. Pope John Paul II made him a cardinal in pectore — in secret. He was released at the age of eighty-six to the care of his nephew Joseph Kung in Stamford, Connecticut. Brought to the Vatican in 1991 to receive his red hat from Pope John Paul II, Kung rose from his wheelchair and discarded his cane to cross the altar to the Pope’s throne and kneel before him. He died in 2000 at the age of ninety-eight.

				

				
					6	Born to a Catholic family of Vietnamese martyrs going back to 1698, Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan was consecrated bishop of Saigon in 1975 as the Soviet-backed armies of North Vietnam were weeks from taking the city. Refusing offers of escape, he was imprisoned for thirteen years in the north, where he befriended and converted his guards. They smuggled him hosts and drops of wine to say Mass, and smuggled his messages to the faithful on scraps of paper. As the guards were replaced, he converted the replacements. Finally exiled in 1991, he spent the last decade of his life as a cardinal at the Vatican, teaching and preaching internationally. He died in 2002.

				

				
					7	“Activists Force Spanish Cardinal to Cancel Lecture,” EWTN News, December 2, 2012, http://www.ewtnnews.com/.
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			The Eternal Laws of the Heavens, and Heaven

			[image: ]

			Parameters are measurable factors that define a system — like the parts that make the whole. The parameters of religion and science complement and serve each other but are not to be confused. Thus, Cardinal Baronio told his friend Galileo that the Bible tells us how to go to Heaven, not how the heavens go.

			Our Lord commissioned His Church to make people fit for Heaven. The parameters of religion cannot estimate how many people can fit into Heaven, since that would mix physics and eternity. But holy religion is obliged to remind physical science of its own limits. The human race was given authority to name all living creatures. That means that we are stewards of God’s creation. Ecology is the understanding of all things, animate and inanimate, as part of God’s household, and thus is related to economics. Both words derive from the Greek οἶκος (oikos), or “house.”

			Debates about climate change invoke serious moral responsibilities and require that religion and science not be confused, so that saving souls not be overshadowed by saving the planet, the latter being an ambiguous concept anyway. This point was lost on a crowd of people who prostrated themselves on the floor of a chapel in Paris, praying that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) save Planet Earth — just days after scores of people had been killed in that same city by terrorists. If the IPCC could not save the terrorists’ victims from physical harm, saving the whole world might be ambitious.

			Jesus loved the lilies of the field, more beautiful than Solomon in all his glory, but He beautified this world incomparably by passing through it with a reminder of its impermanence: “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words shall not pass away” (Matt. 24:35). The Church has dogmas, but her parameters do not include making a dogma of unsettled science, just as in religion, “private revelations” are not binding on the faithful. Science, by its nature, is always unsettled, in any case. Today’s certitudes may be disproved tomorrow, as with geocentricism centuries ago. Given these parameters, the Church must not allow herself to be appropriated by political and business interests whose tendency is to exploit benevolent, if sometimes naïve, naturalists.

			The eleventh-century King Canute is often mistakenly used as a symbol of arrogance for setting up his throne on an English beach and ordering the tides to withdraw. His goal was just the opposite: to instruct his flattering courtiers in the limits of earthly power. “Let all men know how empty and worthless is the power of kings, for there is none worthy of the name, but He whom heaven, earth, and sea obey by eternal laws.” Canute then hung his gold crown on a crucifix in Winchester and never wore it again. It was commentary on God’s words to Job: “This far you may come and no farther. . . . Do you know the laws of the heavens?” (Job 38:11, 33). 

			December 12, 2010
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			The Universe in a Stable

			[image: ]

			In addition to the Pope’s astronomical observatory at Castel Gondolfo in Italy, the Vatican Observatory Research Group operates the 1.8-meter Vatican Advanced Technology Telescope at the Mount Graham International Observatory in southeastern Arizona. Among the data shared with other research centers are images of pulsars — fast-spinning neutron stars that are created when massive stars collapse. One image recently published by NASA’s Chandra X-ray Observatory is of a “new” pulsar, known as PSR B1509-58. It is so far away (17,000 light-years, with each light-year being nearly 6 trillion miles), that light from it has taken 1,700 years to reach our little planet. That means that an event appearing to human eyes just now actually occurred around the time of the Council of Nicaea (AD 325), whose creed we chant at the Christmas Mass, genuflecting at the Et Incarnatus est — as we proclaim that Christ the Lord of the Universe became incarnate of the Virgin Mary. 

			“Is not God in the height of heaven? Look also at the distant stars, how high they are” (Job 22:12). The breathtaking size of the universe can actually be a problem for belief. How and why did a divine intelligence that made everything out of nothing come into this creation as a baby in a stable? “When I consider the heavens, the moon and stars which thou hast ordained, what is man that thou art mindful of him, or the son of man that thou visitest him?” (Ps. 8:4–5). 

			A distinguished astronomer once told Einstein that man is “an insignificant dot in an infinite universe.” To which the great man replied: “I have often felt that. But then I realize that the insignificant dot who is man is also the astronomer.” Because humans are made in the image of God, gifted with an intellect and a will that can reciprocate the love of the Blessed Trinity, who made all things, we can “think outside the box” and contemplate the universe.

			The virtue of faith enables us not to lose balance when perceiving the immensity of things. God does not measure by size or strength. The whimper of a baby is to Him as mighty as that pulsar’s energy with its magnetic field 15 trillion times stronger than the earth’s. A lost sheep is as important as an X-ray nebula spanning 150 light years. St. Peter fell to the ground after he saw light emanate from the transfigured Christ and then heard a voice coming from “bright cloud” overhead, saying: “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him” (Matt. 17:5). Heaven is eternal, while the created universe in all its beauty is not. Only by worshipping God can we gradually adjust to Saint John’s strange images of the jeweled city and the sea of glass, which are more mind-bending than what astronomers see.

			December 13, 2009
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			An Intuition of Glory
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			Nicodemus, a prominent Jew, went to Jesus furtively at night to ask the secret to eternal life. It is a question that animates virtually every sane person, though most tend to be a little awkward about it, like Nicodemus. In the end, he defended Jesus publicly and helped anoint His body.

			Of the Four Last Things, Heaven is at once the most agreeable subject and the most perplexing. Hardened cynicism first asks if it is too good to be true, and then asks if it is all that desirable. A bliss beyond time and space confounds our existential idiom. Mortal man worries that eternity will be boring. But that is like a drowning man asking his rescuer if there will be anything to do on the beach. 

			Heaven is not beyond reality just because it is beyond imagining. In times ancient and modern, from the Incas of the high Andes to the nomads of the East, there has been a nearly universal intuition of benevolent existence after death. Even in the graves of prehistoric men, we find that human instinct crowned the dead with flowers. 

			There are those who say that Heaven is an unreal longing precisely because it has always been longed for. You might as well say that love does not exist because everyone wants to be loved. Paul Claudel, a Catholic “revert,” said that everything must be allusion or illusion. In other words, all our perceptions must be indications of unseen facts or mental dreaming. When you say something is heavenly, it is only fair to ask, “How do you know?”

			Heaven would be an illusion if it were the creature of our limited reason. Unaided reason cobbles together a false Heaven based on human logic. So we have the illusions of Heaven as something purely intellectual, like a vanishing point or a vapor, as in the Nirvana of Buddhism, or something arrested in material categories like the cool gardens of the Muslims or the multiple planets of the Mormons.

			The Risen Christ was not a ghost, nor was He a superman. He said little of Heaven, except that it is entered by doing His will with love. What matters is that “the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us,” and so He speaks to us with a voice from Heaven. It is the language that everyone understands without interpretation if one is willing to listen. St. Thomas Aquinas says, “Taste, touch and vision to discern Thee fail; faith, which comes by hearing, pierces through the veil.”8 In the pregnant solemnities of Advent, that voice says: “So you have sorrow now, but I will see you again and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you” (John 16:22).

			December 14, 2008

			
				
					8	From the hymn “Adore Te Devote.”
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			“Follow Me”
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			St. John says, when the Light shines in the darkness, the darkness cannot overpower it (John 1:5). In the eighteenth century, when philosophy had lost its moorings in the Scholastic tradition of the Catholic saints and turned inward in a pessimistic way, a friend told Samuel Johnson that he had wanted to be a philosopher, but cheerfulness kept breaking through. 

			Dr. Johnson was a man meant for Gaudete Sunday — as, in fact, all of us are. For we are meant for Heaven, and it is Heaven’s gentle joy that breaks through in these days. With all of the comforts of our generation, this world is sad in many ways. Of course, there are the unspeakable sufferings of Christians in many places, and injustice in violent forms, and corruption and stupidity in high places. There is also a subtle melancholy born of an insensibility to eternal joy.

			Christ is the way to Heaven and said so himself. He was prophesied by the voice of his own cousin, John the Baptist, in fulfillment of the words of a prophet almost as great as John: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord; make straight in the desert a highway for our God” (Isa. 40:3). 

			When I was a student in Rome, I frequently got lost in the streets that were anything but straight: they were astonishingly winding and crooked in the ancient quarter where I lived, and more than once did I walk into a blind alley. Yet when I asked a local Roman for directions, the answer was invariably: Va sempre diritto (Keep going straight ahead). I must say it was not very helpful. But that is what Our Lord says each day of our lives. The difference is that He does not point the way; He is the way. He does not point a finger and say, “Keep going straight ahead.” He says to you and me what He said to the apostles: “Follow me.”

			No one ever gets lost by following Jesus. That is an incontestable fact, and the saints prove it. The greatest of saints, the Mother of Jesus, is the cause of our joy — Causa Nostrae Laetitiae in the Litany of Loreto — because she directs us to the One who shows the way to Heaven: “Do whatever my son tells you to do” (see John 2:5). He leads us up no blind alleys.

			In 1336, Pope Benedict XII declared in the constitution Benedictus Deus:

			We define that . . . since the passion and death of the Lord Jesus Christ, the souls in Heaven have seen and do see the divine essence with an intuitive and even face-to-face vision, without interposition of any creature in the function of the object seen. Rather, the divine essence immediately manifests itself to them plainly, clearly, openly.

			December 14, 2014
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			Lead All Souls to Heaven
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			There is an intuition in the imaginative part of the human mind that enables us to say that something is “hellish” or “heavenly.” These concepts are not simply drawn from literary allusions, because people who read nothing at all can still say that something “looks like Hell” or “is a little bit of Heaven.” Nor do you need a degree in theology to say in an unguarded moment, “Go to Hell!” or “Good Heavens!” The concepts of the worst state of existence and the best state are ingrained in our very being, but the imaginative sense of this needs the help of reason, which is the other part of the intellect, to understand the deeper characteristics of Heaven and Hell and why they exist. Since they exist beyond the limits of time and space, reason must be assisted in its understanding by what God has revealed about them.

			We understand the realities of pleasure and pain, of light and dark, so Our Lord in various ways uses these physical facts to introduce us to the deeper dimensions of Heaven and Hell. In Advent, the last two weeks consider these realities, and the Church rejoices with flowers and music and the brighter rose liturgical color on Gaudete (Rejoice!) Sunday, in thanks that Christ welcomes us to Heaven and wants us to reject Hell. Heaven is perfect life and the state of supreme happiness (Catechism of the Catholic Church [CCC], no. 1024). It is so very much greater than our temporal concepts of happiness or our attempts at pleasure that descriptions of it in feeble human language risk making it sound less happy and pleasurable than what we know, if not downright tedious.

			St. Paul endured many hellish burdens and sufferings, and yet he never forgot the voice of Christ calling to him on the Damascus road, and that same voice inspired him with an ineffable joy through all his travels and preaching. As he wrote to the Christian believers in Corinth — which was a pretty hellish place for anyone of moral sensibility and aesthetic delicacy — “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart of man, the things which God has prepared for those who love him” (1 Cor. 2:9). 

			He even says that he knew “a man” (which quite likely was a modest reference to himself) who had been given the grace before death of experiencing life in “the third Heaven,” which means the actual presence of God (2 Cor. 12:2). Each of us has the grace of contacting Heaven every day when the Light of the World casts out moral darkness and comes to the altar in the Holy Eucharist. In the Rosary, we have the privilege to add the Fatima prayer: “O my Jesus, forgive us our sins, save us from the fires of hell, lead all souls to Heaven, especially those most in need of Thy mercy. Amen.” 

			December 15, 2013 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			Against the Dark
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			It seems odd that as Christmas draws closer, the Church makes a point of reminding us of Hell. We have little need of reminding, if we are awake to the manifestations of sadness and suffering along the city streets. 

			The whole world is a hodgepodge of things we instinctively call “hellish” or “heavenly.” It is rather like our parish neighborhood, which, years ago, was called Hell’s Kitchen, but now is becoming a most glittering part of Manhattan. So long as we are in time and space, Hell and Heaven will be like opposites repelled by each other and nonetheless dancing together. Only in eternity will they be distinct forever, which is why Christ warns and consoles us, with His loving admonitions and promises, that He would have none lost and all saved.

			The light of Christ pierces the soul’s vision most vividly in the darkest times, just as a city’s lights seem brightest at the winter solstice. As the late Yogi Berra said in his typical diction that makes great sense in spite of itself: “It’s getting later earlier.” In the same way, when “the days are waxing late” there is an intuition of something new coming into the world. That newness is the enfleshment of the Second Person of the Holy Trinity.

			If bad things happen at a time of festival, the feast can become more powerful. Sometimes those who mourn the death of loved ones at this time of year hear more clearly than anyone the voice that says, “So you have sorrow now, but I will see you again and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.” Likewise, just as the glory of Christ became most vivid in contrast to His crucifiers, so is the splendor of his Body, the Church, brightest in contrast to those who deface it. Cardinal John Henry Newman wrote to Lady Chatterton: “Our Lord distinctly predicted these scandals as inevitable; nay further, He spoke of His Church as in its very constitution made up of good and bad, of wheat and weeds, of the precious and the vile. One out of His twelve Apostles fell, and one of the original seven deacons.”

			The brightness of Christmas is not the reflection of tinsel, for it is “Light from Light,” rooted in reality and not fantasy. The real feast of the Incarnation alludes to Heaven in contrast to Hell.

			The true Christian is not the harmless ingénue Pippa in Browning’s poem: “God’s in His heaven — All’s right with the world!” There are dark things wrong with the world, but the celebration is greater for that, since the Divine Light has come from Heaven, and “the darkness has never overcome it.” 

			December 20, 2015
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			Eternal Death
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			As there would be no concept of darkness if all were light, no sense of vertical if all were horizontal, no notion of male if all were female, so would there be no intimation of separation from God if all were united with Him. Because Christ is the Lord of Heaven, His warnings about Hell become more understandable, and because Chris is the Logos, the “Word” that holds all things together, His mysteries are perfectly logical, and among those mysteries is the state of separation from Him.

			Heaven is perfect “life” and the “state” of supreme, definitive happiness (CCC 1024). Logically, Hell is the opposite: imperfect life and the state of misery. Both are conditions — and not places, as we refer to geography in time and space. They are real but cannot be located on any map, except by the longitude and latitude of the soul’s love for God. “I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God” (Eph. 3:18–19).

			The cruelest people in history have tended to be extravagant sentimentalists, accepting flowers from children while they destroy infants, and glorifying mankind while despising men. The Prince of Lies is the definitive sentimentalist because he would have us live in a state of feeling instead of fact. He rejects the divine logic of Hell as the contradiction of Heaven and says they are the same. But logic wins in the end, as it did at the end of the twentieth century, when the utopias of tyrants were exposed as earthly hells. 

			“Following the example of Christ, the Church warns the faithful of the ‘sad and lamentable reality of eternal death,’ also called ‘Hell.’ Hell’s principal punishment consists of eternal separation from God in whom alone man can have the life and happiness for which he was created and for which he longs” (CCC 1056–1057). 

			In these “darkest days” of the year, the Light of the World begins to be seen, in order to “cast off the works of darkness” (Rom. 13:12). Contemplation of Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell in the season of Advent dignifies the human intellect by showing how to know the Christmas joy of the “Word Made Flesh,” not as amiable nostalgia, like Civil War battle reenactments or dressing up like Washington crossing the Delaware, but actually realizing Heaven in that daily Christmas, Good Friday, Easter, and Pentecost which is the Holy Eucharist.

			December 19, 2010 
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			Hell Has No Address
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			Christ spoke of the misery of Hell as a descant on the joy of Heaven. Without the hope of Heaven, everything is a bit “like Hell.” I was in college during the last years of innocent rah-rah campus life before the turmoil of the late 1960s. But that benign mood contrasted starkly with the somber lectures of one of my professors. He was an existentialist for whom life had no meaning beyond the fact that it existed. His guide was Sartre, who knew no Heaven but said a lot about Hell — which Sartre said was like being “locked forever in a small room with two other people.” At least he perceived that Hell is a condition rather than a place.

			Sartre was linked with Camus, but Camus objected that he was an “absurdist,” which is the next logical step from existentialism. If existence cannot explain itself, then there is no meaning at all. Both theories are hard to separate from nihilism. That professor of mine, no hypocrite, soon killed himself. There was an odor of that despair in the eighteenth century, too. Philosophy became almost synonymous with pessimism. 

			Chesterton remarked that Jesus showed His tears many times but hid His mirth. He came into the world to “wipe away all tears from their eyes” (Rev. 21:4), but His joy had to be filtered because it would have been too immense for our mortal conscience to bear (John 16:12).

			Pope John Paul II taught that Heaven is “neither an abstraction nor a physical place in the clouds, but that fullness of communion with God, which is the goal of human life.”9 Hell is “the ultimate consequence of sin itself. . . . Rather than a place, Hell indicates the state of those who freely and definitively separate themselves from God, the source of all life and joy.”10 In 2007, both Fox News and the New York Times reported that Pope Benedict thought that Hell is a place, and then quoted his actual words, which said the opposite: Hell is not a “place” because it is outside time and space. Rather, it is a moral state devoid of the love of God and neighbor — of which evil acts in this present life are clues.

			We normally prefer the “longest day” of the summer solstice to the “shortest day” of the winter solstice because we are meant “to walk as children of the light” (Eph. 5:8) — the Light that comes into the world at Christmas, and cannot be overcome by darkness (John 1:5).

			December 20, 2009 

			
				
					9	John Paul II, General Audience, July 21, 1999, nos. 1, 4.

				

				
					10	John Paul II, General Audience, July 28, 1999, nos. 1, 3.
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			What God Has Prepared
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			Nothing could be more hellish than the possibility that there is no Hell, for it would mean that there is no moral judgment. It would be like there being no up because there is no down, or no right because there is no wrong. Even an atheist is willing to contradict himself by telling believers to “Go to Hell.” 

			As it is darkest before the dawn, so in these solemn hours when we try to imagine what it is like to be separated from God forever, there is a thrilling sense that something glorious is about to come into the world. 

			Every time Christ spoke of the “fires of Gehenna,” He was intimating the eternal Heaven, where there is no need of sun by day or moon by night, for the Lamb is the light, and all contradictions cease in that eternal radiance — no darkness in contrast to light and no death to oppose life. “In him was life, and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness, and the darkness comprehended it not” (John 1:4–5).

			To worship is to announce what we think of ourselves, as well as what we think of the object worshipped. That is why the worship of the true God, and Him only, is at the top of all the Commandments. We can be Christians living in the “light from light,” which is the uncreated Christ Himself, or we can be updated Druids worshipping the darkness and confused by a glimmer of light, but that would make us a perpetual confusion to ourselves. That is a foretaste of Hell, where all is chaos and disunity. 

			The truth is different: “Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither hath it entered into the heart of man, what things God hath prepared for them that love him” (1 Cor. 2:9). 

			December 21, 2014
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			Banning Sin
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			Christ will “gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire” (Luke 3:17, D-R). St. Luke calls this “good news.” Unquenchable fire hardly seems like good news, until you realize that Christ is separating good from evil and saving mankind from the degraded delusion that these categories are impressions without substance.

			Many have supposed that sound education and good intentions can construct an ideal society, even if God is out of the picture and original sin is denied. The holocausts and pogroms of the modern age have exposed that deadly fallacy. It was satirized well by the Edwardian writer H. H. Munro in his short story “The Toys of Peace.” A family with socialist tendencies replace their boys’ toy fortress and toy soldiers with a Young Women’s Christian Association building and figures representing people such as John Stuart Mill, Robert Raikes (who founded the Sunday-school system), a poetess, a sanitary inspector, and the astronomer Sir John Herschel. Predictably, by the end of the day, the boys have turned the YWCA into a fortress and the figures are soldiers again. Munro was a realist. Poignantly, the story was published after his death in the First World War.

			Christmas celebrates that the Word was made flesh. The Logos that made all things came to us in human flesh. He requires that we be logical about human nature, which is conflicted between good and evil. 

			Terrible events such as mass shootings can be understood ultimately only as part of the spiritual combat that began with the Fall of Man. Certainly, international events and our age’s blatant contempt for God have encouraged evil, but each generation has known this moral contest, nor is it confined to one nation: in 2011, seventy-seven were killed in Norway, which boasts of advanced social laws, and many other incidents have followed in other places in Europe. Nor is it peculiar to one generation: in 1927 a man blew up a school in Bath, Michigan, and shot at the survivors, altogether killing forty-five, including thirty-eight children, and wounding fifty-eight. Ask Mary and Joseph themselves about the massacre of innocents. Every outrage in recent times excites the media to prurience beyond ordinary publicity and tempts politicians to exploit it for their own agendas. 

			Worse still is the illogic that replaces the Logos. Some logically shudder at the destruction of scores of innocent children, while illogically promoting legislation to do it on a grand scale. In our own New York City, 41 percent of all unborn innocents are destroyed each year.

			Locking school doors will not keep Satan out if our hearts are open to him. Nor will banning weapons ban murder itself, if God is banned from the conscience. Cain slew Abel without a gun. An illogical world can be saved from self-destruction only by loving the Word, who was in the Beginning, who was with God, and was God.

			December 23, 2012 
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			Simplicity

			[image: ]

			If Christians let the season pass without contemplating the four mysteries of Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell, they have shortchanged themselves and have quite missed the point of living in God’s grace. Many writers have said in different ways what even so skeptical a man as George Bernard Shaw said cogently: “Hell is the place where you have nothing to do but amuse yourself.” We were made to adore God and to give Him delight. Everything else follows, and without adoration, every attempt to delight the self becomes unsatisfactory and even self-destructive. 

			I really do not want to dwell on Hell, let alone go there. Suffice it to say that Hell is all that Heaven is not; Satan is all that God is not; the angels are all that evil spirits are not; the saints are all that sinners are not; and the Church is all that chaos is not. That is putting it negatively; you can say the same thing positively just by reversing the order, and it is equally true. And it is also equally simple. 

			Complications indicate that we have yet to understand the whole economy of the universe. What is called the Universal Theory of the Universe, or the Theory of Everything, or a variant of String Theory, is the Holy Grail of physics: the explanation of how all matter is coordinated and behaves. The physicist John Wheeler of Johns Hopkins and Princeton said some years ago that he did not know if such a formula could be found, but he expected that, if it were discovered, the most surprising thing about it would be its simplicity.

			Had we the pure simplicity of angelic intelligence, we might understand divine mysteries. For us, the simplest things may be the hardest to understand, just as the biggest things are the hardest to see. These paradoxes only point to the deepest mystery, whereby our God and Savior was born as a baby. 

			The humble shepherds were wise, and the Wise Men were humble because they simply adored the mystery. As a parish, as an archdiocese, and as members of the Universal Church, we may convert a troubled world and reconvert our own souls by making adoration the first motion of our day and the constant motive of our lives. 

			December 23, 2001 
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			An Event in Time
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			The “shortest” day of the year now passes, along with Advent, and the Holy Church celebrates the Eternal Light of Christ that came into the world on a specific day in a specific place. All things grow out of date unless they are centered on that crucial date when God came to us in Christ “reconciling all things to himself ” (see 2 Cor. 5:18).

			To pinpoint the Incarnation of the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, St. Luke makes a point of saying that Caesar Augustus was emperor and Quirinius was the Syrian governor. He traces the ancestry of Jesus back through the whole of human history to the first “man” — which is what Adam means. For his part, St. Matthew emphasizes the genealogical connection the other way around, ending with Jesus as the heir of the patriarchs and prophets from Abraham and David. 

			In other words: it happened. Christ’s birth was an event in time, not a myth made up to illustrate a theory. It happened in history, to change history and to change us. Various religions, as ideas, change ideas about life. Christianity, being more than a religion and in fact being the truth that all religions have sought, changes life itself. And all as the result of the Word that made the world, becoming a visible part of earthly life. Pope Gregory the Great wrote:

			For unless the new man, by being made in the likeness of sinful flesh, had taken on himself the nature of our first parents, unless he had stooped to be one in substance with his mother while sharing the Father’s substance and, being alone free from sin, united our nature to his, the whole human race would still be held captive under the dominion of Satan. 

			The Conqueror’s victory would have profited us nothing if the battle had been fought outside our human condition. But through this wonderful blending, the mystery of new birth shone upon us, so that through the same Spirit by whom Christ was conceived and brought forth, we too might be born again in a spiritual birth; and in consequence, the evangelist declares the faithful to have been born not of blood, nor of the desire of the flesh, nor the will of man, but of God.

			December 22, 2002

		

	
		
			Christmas
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			A Light Pierces the Darkness
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			Salvation

			[image: ]

			The birth of Christ cannot be understood apart from His ultimate victory over death. Nor can it be separated from the beginning of creation. Thus, St. John parallels the opening of the book of Genesis, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth,” by declaring, “In the Beginning was the Word.” 

			The Word that uttered all material reality into existence took flesh in Bethlehem. 

			The four weeks of Advent were a little catechesis on the Four Last Things, without which there can be no profound appreciation of the mystery of the birth of Christ: Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell. We are immensely privileged to have received from Our Lord the revelation of these things. The Holy Child grew into manhood, and He wants us to be mature in reverencing His holy mysteries. A spiritually immature culture ignores them and even tries to hide them. Pope Benedict XVI has written: 

			In European society today, thank goodness, anyone who dishonors the faith of Israel, its image of God, or its great figures must pay a fine. The same holds true for anyone who dishonors the Koran and the convictions of Islam. But when it comes to Jesus Christ and that which is sacred to Christians, freedom of speech becomes the supreme good. 

			This case illustrates a peculiar Western self-hatred that is nothing short of pathological. It is commendable that the West is trying to be more open, to be more understanding of outsiders, but it has lost all capacity for self-love. . . . Multiculturalism, which is so passionately promoted, can sometimes amount to an abandonment and denial, a flight from one’s own things. Multiculturalism teaches us to approach the sacred things of others with respect, but we can do this only if we ourselves are not estranged from the sacred, from God.

			True Christians reject attempts to camouflage Christmas among “happy holidays.” I joyfully wish all of you a most merry Christmas. While many of our own parishioners travel away from the city on Christmas, many visitors come to us, some for the first time. As we gather, we remember those of the parish who are unable to leave home, who are in hospital, and those of our parish serving as soldiers in Iraq and elsewhere. We are united around the altar of the Eucharist with all the saints and angels and the faithful departed, worshipping Our Savior in the angelic song of the Thrice Holy. If we have kept a good Advent, we can rejoice that Christmas does not fade wearily on Christmas Day. Christmas lasts twelve days — and for those who worship the Incarnate God, it lasts a lifetime. 

			December 2, 2005
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			Come, We Shepherds

			[image: ]

			The printer of the parish bulletin requires that we “go to press” before Christmas so that his firm may have a holiday too. So I am supposed to write about how wonderful our Christmas has been before it starts. I can do that with a clear conscience, knowing that it is and will be glorious — all Twelve Days of Christmas — because I know that the same Holy Spirit who “overshadowed” our Blessed Lady and formed Christ in her womb overshadows us in countless ways and makes every day in our parish an occasion of grace for many. For this I am very grateful, and not only to the Holy Spirit, but to all of you through whom He works. 

			The parish is my greatest Christmas present and the only one I need. If I could tell all the wondrous things God does, day in and day out, in the lives of people who come here, it would be a microcosm of all salvation history — for what we call salvation history is human experience since Christ the Living Word came and dwelt among us. 

			As the Holy Family suffered because of the political climate of their day, so is our world distressed with conflicts in this holy season. The Pope says he fears a future bathed in blood. Our Masses and Novenas and our individual prayers are offered at this time for our president and armed forces and for all the world leaders who bear heavy burdens in the pursuit of peace with justice. In this life, wars will never end, and the innocent suffer in every war. Pray that God’s grace will enlighten and protect all those who govern and defend. 

			In the darkest days of the year, the Light of the World is made flesh among us. And when all human prospects seem dim, the Light of Heaven is kindled in time and space to transfigure daily problems and to show the way to the glories of Heaven. In the seventeenth century (just a few minutes ago, in the perspective of human history) the Catholic poet Richard Crashaw wrote as a Christmas hymn: 

			Come, we shepherds whose blest sight
Hath met love’s noon in nature’s night;
Come, lift we up our loftier song,
And wake the Sun that lies too long.
To all our world of well-stol’n joy
He slept; and dreamt of no such thing.
While we found out heav’n’s fairer eye
And kist the cradle of our King.

			December 29, 2002
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			The Beginning
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			In Christmastide it is my custom to yield this space to Our Lord Himself, although I hope that what I write in other weeks is not totally without His approval, despite inadequacies. Our Lord is never too busy to speak to us, and He always has something to say in time for a publishing deadline. He has in fact been doing this ever since words could be written. There is one Gospel. Properly, there is not “Matthew’s Gospel” or the Gospel of any of the other Evangelists. What they record is the Gospel of Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ “according” to them but from the Lord. 

			In the Gospel according to St. John, God speaks of Himself in a Prologue that is the most glorious passage ever written. It is an announcement in words of the Word that made all things and who has no beginning or end, and who existed countless ages before there were writers or humans at all. What is passed on to us according to St. John changed the world as nothing else ever has or can. 

			In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came to be through Him, and without Him nothing came to be. What came to be through Him was life, and this life was the light of the human race; the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

			There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. This man came for a witness, to give testimony of the light, that all men might believe through him. He was not the light, but was to give testimony of the light.

			That was the true light, which enlightens every man that comes into this world. He was in the world, and the world was made by Him, and the world knew Him not. He came unto His own, and His own received Him not. But as many as received Him, He gave them power to be made the sons of God, to them that believe in His name. Who are born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.

			And the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us (and we saw his glory, the glory as it were of the only-begotten of the Father), full of grace and truth.

			December 28, 2014
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			Progress toward Paradise
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			New Yorkers learn the art of sleeping through sirens and horns, and it is when all falls silent that we become suspicious. Once in a while, the sounds of normal nature intervene and wake us up. At the winter solstice I was awakened by the honking of Canada geese along the Hudson River on their annual migration. When the huge building cranes now encompassing our neighborhood are gone, and even the giant buildings they are constructing have disappeared, such fowl will continue their clockwork migratory patterns as they did long before the Manhattoe Indians sold this property for twenty-four dollars to the Dutch. (It was a good profit, especially since they were a hunting tribe from the present-day Bronx with no legitimate ownership rights to the land.)

			Nature works in cycles, and all animate creatures follow patterns, with the exception of you and me. Mankind has a free will that acts by choice rather than instinct. That is our glory and our peril. The right use of the will leads to bliss, and the wrong use leads to eternal separation from that glory, or to what is bluntly called damnation.

			Mary let God’s will be done perfectly, and so the Messiah was formed in her womb. This is the joy and supernal promise of Christmas. The Light of the World, formed by the breath of the Holy Spirit, is found by poor people carrying frail oil lamps shaking in the breeze. The life that Jesus gives us is not a vain repetition, like the flying of migrating fowl, but is a deliberate progress toward a goal where there is no time or space, but only a happiness with Him who has no beginning or end.

			If we were creatures animated only by instinct, each year would be the same old thing over again, and Christmas would merely be the day we bring out last year’s colored lights and perhaps reuse its wrapping paper. By His birth, Jesus makes all things new. He planned it from the beginning of creation, and revives that creation by taking its creatureliness on Himself in His human nature. As a man who aged year by year, yet was perfectly united to an ageless divinity, He could also say, instead of “I was” or “I shall be,” words that shrunken men thought blasphemous: “I Am.” All of that is present in the ageless baby of Bethlehem, whom his cousin John greeted even before He was born.

			As St. Ambrose preached: “Elizabeth was the first to hear the voice, but her son John was the first to feel the effects of grace. She heard as one hears in the natural course of things; he leapt because of the mystery that was there. She sensed the coming of Mary, he the coming of the Lord — the woman knew the woman, the child knew the child.” 

			December 27, 2015
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			Christmas Presence
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			The Incarnation of Christ the Son of God is celebrated for twelve days, and in the Catholic Church, the Christmas carols begin, and do not end, on Christmas Day. 

			When I lived in Rome, I came to learn different Christmas customs, and among them was the singing of a hymn by Saint Alphonso Liguori: “Tu scendi dalle Stelle” (You come down from the stars) with these lines:

			Great King, from heaven’s high throne descending low,
In Bethlehem’s stable born in cold and woe,
Thou shiverest in a manger, Babe Divine,
Much hast Thou borne for sins: how much for mine!

			The season of gift-giving begins on December 25 and reaches its climax on the Epiphany, when the Magi brought their offerings. In Italy and other places, January 6 continues to some degree to be the chief day for unwrapping presents. 

			The Holy Trinity needs nothing, but the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit want us. In other words, we are not necessary but we are willed by the Divine Love. With nothing to offer God that he needs, the best gift we can offer is a humble confession of the various ways our human souls have blocked the will of God. Sin contradicts our existence. The number of confessions seems to be increasing in our parish, and this will spread many graces. Sins are forms of selfishness, but, when confessed, they become the greatest gifts, offerings of the heart, and they place us back into God’s plan for the human race. 

			You might give yourself a fine gift by getting one of the many books written by the twentieth-century English convert Monsignor Ronald Knox. In his Stimuli he writes: “To us Christians, the first Christmas Day is the solstice or bottle-neck of history. Things got worse till then, ever since we had lost Paradise; things are to get better since then, till we reach Paradise once more. History is shaped like an X.” 

			A very happy and holy Christmastide to us all. 

			December 30, 2001

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			The Dates of Christmas

			[image: ]

			Christmas lasts twelve days, to the Epiphany, and includes the feast of the Mother of God, through whom Our Lord came into His own creation. It is curious that some extreme Evangelical groups, neglectful of the Lady whom Our Lord bequeathed to us from the Cross as our own mother, do not celebrate Christmas on the grounds that it is based on a pagan Roman holiday — but do observe the civil New Year’s Day. 

			January 1 is an arbitrary date for the beginning of the new year. In 46 B.C. Julius Caesar moved the new-year festival from spring to January to synchronize better with the solar cycle. In Catholicism, Lady Day, the feast of the Annunciation, March 25 — nine months before the Christmas celebration of Christ’s birth — started the new civil calendar, while Advent began the liturgical year. In some places, this still affects the legal courts and tax calendars. In the United States, the presidential inauguration used to take place in March. January 1 became the civil new year in English-speaking countries only in 1752, when England finally accepted the improved calendar that Pope Gregory XIII had imposed in 1582.

			The Church has preferred to transform the best of pagan customs rather than destroy them. She would have been entirely free to appropriate an old Roman winter festival as a date for the Christmas celebration. But the reverse is more likely — that the anti-Christian emperor Aurelian, who was assassinated in 275, promoted a festival Natalis Solis Invicti (the birth of the Unconquered Sun) to brighten the darkest days of the year at a time of political collapse and decay, and collaterally to distract Christians from worshipping Christ. 

			This would be similar to voices in Western civilization today who dream up alternative “holidays” to Christmas to distract people from the true one. Easter and Pentecost were the Church’s principal feasts in Roman times, and Christmas became a major celebration only in about 336. But the Church had long tried to establish a specific date for Our Lord’s birth, using complicated calculations from the date of the Passion, based on an old custom that ascribed the conceptions of great figures to the same days of the year on which they died. When the Greek calendar superseded the Roman calendar around 300, the dates differed between the Byzantine and Latin uses. 

			Although December 25 was not the historical date of Our Lord’s birth, its selection seems to have had nothing to do with the pagan celebration of the “birth of the Unconquered Sun,” but Christians were able to make a pun of it, in celebrating the birth of the “Sun of Justice and Righteousness.”

			Cardinal Newman said that to know history is to cease being Protestant. It is also true that to honor the “Mother of God” is to praise without the stain of heresy her Son, who is the Light of the World.

			January 1, 2006
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			The Mystery of God, the Transformer of Men
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			During these Christmas days, in lieu of the regular column, these words of the Doctor of the Church St. Gregory Nazianzen (330–390), archbishop of Constantinople, remind us of the mystery of these days:

			The very Son of God, older than the ages, the invisible, the incomprehensible, the incorporeal, the beginning of beginning, the light of light, the fountain of life and immortality, the image of the archetype, the immovable seal, the perfect likeness, the definition and word of the Father: He it is who comes to His own image and takes our nature for the good of our nature, and unites Himself to an intelligent soul for the good of my soul, to purify like by like.

			He takes to Himself all that is human, except for sin. He was conceived by the Virgin Mary, who had been first prepared in soul and body by the Spirit; His coming to birth had to be treated with honor, virginity had to receive new honor. He comes forth as God, in the human nature He has taken, one being, made of two contrary elements, flesh and spirit. Spirit gave divinity, flesh received it.

			He who makes rich is made poor; He takes on the poverty of my flesh, that I may gain the riches of His divinity. He who is full is made empty; He is emptied of His glory for a brief space, that I may share in His fullness. What is this wealth of goodness? What is this mystery that surrounds me? I received the likeness of God, but failed to keep it. He takes on my flesh, to bring salvation to the image, immortality to the flesh. He enters into a second union with us, a union far more wonderful than the first.

			Holiness had to be brought to man by the humanity assumed by one who was God, so that God might overcome the tyrant by force and so deliver us and lead us back to Himself through the mediation of His Son. The Son arranged this for the honor of the Father, to whom the Son is clearly obedient in all things.

			The Good Shepherd, who lays down His life for the sheep, came in search of the straying sheep to the mountains and hills on which you used to offer sacrifice. When He found it, He took it on the shoulders that bore the wood of the Cross and led it back to the life of heaven.

			Christ, the light of all lights, follows John, the lamp that goes before Him. The Word of God follows the voice in the wilderness; the bridegroom follows the bridegroom’s friend, who prepares a worthy people for the Lord by cleansing them by water in preparation for the Spirit.

			We need God to take our flesh and die, that we might live. We have died with Him, that we may be purified. We have risen again with Him, because we have died with Him. We have been glorified with Him, because we have risen again with Him. 

			January 1, 2017
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			Mother of God
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			The Solemnity of the Mother of God starts the new civil year and is part of the Christmas cycle. It is a Holy Day of Obligation when it falls on a weekday. The feast coincides with the octave day of Christmas. It is celebrated in the Byzantine church on December 26, in accordance with the Eastern practice of honoring secondary persons on the day after the feast of the principal personage — in this case, the birth of Christ.

			Even before Pope Sergius introduced four Marian feasts in the seventh century (the Birth of Mary, the Annunciation, the Purification, and the Assumption), the octave day of Christmas was celebrated in the Roman Church in honor of the Maternity of Mary, Mother of God. It had replaced the pagan feast of the New Year, dedicated to the god Janus. 

			In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the feast of the Circumcision was added, although it had been introduced into Spain and France at the end of the sixth. Liturgical reforms have since restored the original Roman practice.

			And it came to pass, after the angels departed from them into Heaven, the shepherds said one to another: Let us go over to Bethlehem, and let us see this word that is come to pass, which the Lord showed us. 

			And they came with haste; and they found Mary and Joseph, and the infant lying in the manger. And seeing, they understood of the word that had been spoken to them concerning this child. And all that heard, wondered, and at those things that were told them by the shepherds. But Mary kept all these words, pondering them in her heart. And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God, for all the things they had heard and seen, as it was told unto them. 

			And after eight days were accomplished that the child should be circumcised, his name was called JESUS, which was called by the angel before he was conceived in the womb. (Luke 2:16–21)

			December 29, 2013
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			The Gospel in a Pear Tree

			[image: ]

			A Boston acquaintance of James Whistler did not approve of Lowell, Massachusetts, where Whistler had been born. “Whatever possessed you to be born in a place like that?” 

			The artist replied, “I wished to be near my mother.” There are various reasons why Christ was born in Bethlehem, but the most obvious one was because His Mother happened to be there. The feast of the Mother of God on January 1 is part of the twelve-day celebration of the Nativity mystery. The Church insists on celebrating each day from Christmas to Epiphany, and she strictly forbids fasting in this time. 

			In recent times, it has been suggested that the song “The Twelve Days of Christmas,” starting with a partridge, was a secret Catholic code designed for times of persecution in England, with the symbols representing elements of the catechism. I was rather disappointed to learn that this probably is not so. The song actually has some French precedents, and many of the catechetical items in it are not peculiar to Catholicism. 

			Also, the partridge was not introduced in England until the 1770s. The Greek word for partridge, a relative of the pheasant, is perdix. In Greek mythology, that is the name of the nephew of the inventor Daedalus, who became jealous when Perdix invented the drawing compass and the saw. Daedalus threw Perdix off a roof of the Acropolis, but the goddess Athena saved the young man and turned him into a bird that flies very little and builds its nest on the ground in remembrance of its fall. 

			That may be no more fanciful than reading into the Christmas song a catechetical meaning. But that does not prevent making the song into a catechesis for ourselves. First, if the partridge symbolizes Christ, the pear tree opposes the “forbidden tree” of Genesis. The two turtledoves are the two Testaments, which both are the revealed Word of God. The three French hens are the three theological virtues. The four calling birds are the four Major Prophets and the four Evangelists. The five gold rings can be the five wounds of Christ, and the five of the seven sacraments that are obligatory (Matrimony and Holy Orders being special vocations). The six geese a-laying are the six days of creation, and the seven swans a-swimming are the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, as well as the seven works of corporal mercy and the seven works of spiritual mercy. The eight maids a-milking give us the eight Beatitudes; the nine ladies dancing are the nine ranks of angel choirs; the ten lords a-leaping are the Ten Commandments; the eleven pipers piping are the eleven faithful apostles; and the twelve drummers drumming are the twelve points of the Apostles’ Creed. 

			Whatever this delightful song’s origins, as part of the season’s feasting, these twelve Christmas days are a good time to look up and honor the gifts symbolized.

			January 3, 2010
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			Christ and the Magi versus Genocide
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			The visit of the Magi and the baptism of Jesus are epiphanies, or public showings of His divinity. The baptism is easier to imagine, at least until the voice of God cracks the sky. The Magi can seem too fantastic. Their bejeweled turbans and camels sound like showy props created for the Radio City Christmas pageant. But there are real things that are more fabulous than fiction. There was a time when most Westerners knew of Arabia only through stories of Ali Baba’s flying carpets and the musical Kismet. I had a dear aunt whose one contact with the romantic Middle East was her devotion to Rudolph Valentino. In our “global village” the real Arabia is no longer for storybooks.

			It is likely that those “wise men from the east” were Zoroastrians from Persia, priests of a monotheistic belief system called Mazdayasna, whose god Ahura Mazda had a prophet to the Greeks named Zarathustra, or Zoroaster. There are fewer than two hundred thousand of them today, dwindling since their persecution by the first Muslim caliphs. The Zoroastrians had a developed science of astronomy and knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures. It was a dreadful loss to civilization when the caliphs in the seventh century destroyed the vast library of the Zoroastrians in the capital city of Ctesiphon, on the Tigris River in Mesopotamia.

			Christians in Syria and present-day Iraq have a history no less complicated than the Magi. The head of the Chaldean Catholic Church and the Melkite Greek Catholic archbishop of Syria’s largest city have issued Christmas letters. Patriarch Louis Raphael I Sako writes: “This year Iraqi Christians will celebrate Christmas in deplorable circumstances . . . victims of segregation and exclusion.”11 Archbishop Jean-Clément Jeanbart of Aleppo, Syria, describes, “celebrating the Feast of the Nativity as bombs are raining down.”12

			Our own nation’s captious leaders and diplomats shrink from calling genocide what it is. Against their cowardice, Pope Francis said: “There is no Christianity without persecution. . . . Today too, this happens before the whole world, with the complicit silence of many powerful leaders who could stop it.”13 

			For those who think, as Rudyard Kipling wrote, that “East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet,” the Chaldean Catholic Archbishop of Mosul, Amel Shimoun Nona, has a warning: “Our sufferings today are the prelude of those you, Europeans and Western Christians, will also suffer in the near future. I lost my diocese. The physical setting of my apostolate has been occupied by Islamic radicals who want us converted or dead. You also are in danger. . . . If you do not understand this soon enough, you will become the victims of the enemy you have welcomed in your home.”14

			Kipling’s ballad, however, was hopeful about the solidarity of virtue against the complicity of silence:

			But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed nor Birth.

			When two strong men stand face to face, tho’ they come from the ends of the earth. 

			January 3, 2016

			
				
					11	“Christmas Letters from the Middle East” Aid to the Church in Need, December 22, 2015, http://www.churchinneed.org/site/News2?page=News Article&id=8817&news_iv_ctrl=1001.

				

				
					12	Ibid.

				

				
					13	“Pope Francis at Daily Mass: Christians Persecuted in Silence,” Vatican Radio, July 9, 2015, http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/09/07/pope_francis_at_daily_mass_christians_persecuted_in_silence/1170070.

				

				
					14	Michael W. Chapman, “Catholic Archbishop of Mosul: ‘Islam Does Not Say That All Men Are Equal’ ” CNSNews.com, August 18, 2014, http://www.cnsnews.com/.
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			A Sign in Heaven

			[image: ]

			Albert Einstein said, “It’s not that I am so smart, it’s just that I stay with problems longer.” Another example of the fruits of patience and concentration of mind is Sir Alexander Fleming. For countless ages, people must have noticed the effects of mold, but in 1928 Fleming paid attention to how a particular mold destroyed the colonies of staphylococci in his small laboratory at St. Mary’s Hospital, London, and that led to the discovery of penicillin. Some dozen years later, Howard Florey and Ernst Chain at the Radcliffe Infirmary in Oxford were able to mass-produce penicillin, and it saved a huge number of lives in World War II. As the first antibiotic, it has perhaps been the most effective cure for infection in all history. It goes back to Fleming’s power of concentration.

			There is a poetic symmetry in the fact that an asteroid in the Asteroid Belt has been named in honor of Fleming, because for thousands of years the “Wise Men” of Persia concentrated their minds on the stars. It appears from the Bible account that the religion of those who went to Bethlehem to see the Baby Jesus was based on careful study of the galaxies. As they were interested in the wisdom of the literature of other religions, they figured out by some unknown calculation that the Jewish prophecies of the Messiah had reached the “fullness of time.” So they made the long journey to the kingdom of Herod, a man of flighty passions and little concentration, other than his paranoia about threats to his throne. The whole saga, vague in detail, smacks of such romance that impatient minds are inclined to pass it off as a literary embellishment of the Gospel infancy narratives. Albert Schweitzer, whose own star seems to have faded since he was one of the most famous men of the last century, showed a precocious cynicism when as a boy he asked why the Holy Family stayed poor when they had all that gold and frankincense and myrrh. More pragmatic people have suggested that it helped pay for their trip to Egypt. This is an unanswerable question, but even kingly gifts can last only so long. What does last is the perduring power of God’s Word through the ages.

			Those old people, Simeon and Anna, had waited a long time in the Temple precinct, hoping to live long enough to see the Messiah. Their powers of concentration, helped, of course, by the Holy Spirit, enabled them to recognize the Holy Infant as Mary and Joseph carried him among the crowds. Epiphany is a time to pray for strength to defeat distraction, in order to be attracted to the presence of God at work in daily life. God is working many miracles, beyond the regular forms of providence by which He supports and protects and guides us. These would be obvious if only we paid more attention.

			January 5, 2014
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			To All the People
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			The Twelve days of Christmas culminate in the feast of the Epiphany, which celebrates the public advertisement that the Word of Life has come into the world with salvation offered for all who believe and accept Christ as Savior. Epiphany, which means “manifestation,” is the showing of Christ to those who were foreign to Judaism. Two events were specific epiphanies, or “showings,” and the visitation of the Magi, which represents the access of Christ to all races and nations, is matched by the baptism of Christ, when the divinity of Christ was proclaimed and the mystery of the Holy Trinity could, in some sense, be seen and heard. 

			In recent times, the Church’s desire for peace and unity among all people of goodwill has been misunderstood by some as a form of indifferentism to revealed truth, as if “all religions are basically the same” and “it doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you believe something.” The violence and terror in our world show that terrible things can happen when people believe wrong things. After September 11, 2001, Cardinal Biffi of Bologna reminded his people that Jesus commanded us to spread the news of His salvation: “It is an exact order from the Lord, and it does not allow for any sort of exemption. He did not tell us: Preach the Gospel to every creature, except for the Muslims, the Jews, and the Dalai Lama.”15 

			A culture that spends billions of dollars advertising commercial products has unprecedented resources and means of communication to spread the news of eternal life. The Gospel of Jesus Christ is not a product of man, and it is immeasurably more important than anything our world can produce to give pleasure and satisfaction. The latest breakthroughs in stem-cell research, which were largely inspired by moral leaders who refused to permit destruction of human embryos, have rightly been advertised for the promise they offer for medical science. Similarly, rejection of mistaken views of man leads others to the unique cure for sin and death. 

			In his Christmas address to the Roman Curia, Pope Benedict recalled his May visit to Brazil, which elicited some criticism for his insistence on proclaiming the Good News of Christ to all people.16 He corrected the mistaken view that this joyful proclamation is intolerant and an attack on freedom. He cited a recent publication of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith that said: 

			If a non-Catholic Christian, for reasons of conscience and having been convinced of Catholic truth, asks to enter into the full communion of the Catholic Church, this is to be respected as the work of the Holy Spirit and as an expression of freedom of conscience and of religion. In such a case, it would not be a question of proselytism in the negative sense that has been attributed to this term.17

			There are places where governments persecute those who proclaim Christ. The Holy See has said:

			It is precisely martyrdom that gives credibility to witnesses, who seek neither power nor advantage, but instead lay down their lives for Christ. Before all the world, they display an unarmed strength brimming with love for all people, which is bestowed on those who follow Christ unto the total gift of their existence. So it is that Christians, from the very dawn of Christianity up until our own time have suffered persecution on account of the Gospel, as Jesus himself foretold: “If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you.” (John 15:20)18 

			Pope Benedict will come to our city in April to convert souls. Conversion of unbelievers starts with a daily conversion of believers themselves to more genuine and mature practice of the Faith. This Epiphany is a time to commit ourselves to that great project. Our parish church is dedicated to Our Savior. It is a reminder that we have a special responsibility in the heart of this great metropolis to announce why Christ has come into the world: not just to edify or inspire or console, but to save souls. Christians must “comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable,” and they do this by starting with themselves. 

			January 6, 2008

			
				
					15	Quoted in Sandro Magister, “Overturned: The Church Can — and Must — Evangelize,” www.chiesa.esspressonline.it, December 17, 2007, http://chiesa.espresso.repubblica.it/articolo/182761bdc4.html?eng=y.
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			Their True Home

			[image: ]

			The Wise Men or Magi who visited the newborn Jesus, given their familiarity with the Jewish scriptures and astronomy — monotheists who were open to the wisdom and writings of other religions. They would have been wealthy and influential in a culture that esteemed high learning. They certainly were wise in being able to detect the cunning of King Herod. Their saga is so exotic that it is the very stuff of romance, which makes it difficult to believe that they really existed. Yet they were very much a part of the Nativity narrative and were the first to take the unwritten gospel to distant places.

			In “The Journey of the Magi,” T. S. Eliot portrays them as utterly changed by what they saw and more than uncomfortable with their homeland — present-day Iran — when they went back:

			We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,
With an alien people clutching their gods.
I should be glad of another death.

			All lives that truly encounter Christ are changed. The sublime and most potent examples of that are the saints, heirs of the Wise Men. Pope Benedict XVI canonized some of them this past year as models for what he has called the New Evangelization. 

			Father Jacques Berthieu, who died in 1896 at age fifty-seven, was a French Jesuit missionary martyred in Madagascar. Pedro Calungsod, who died in 1672 at seventeen, was a Filipino lay catechist martyred in Guam. Father Giovanni Piamarta, an Italian priest who died in 1913 at seventy-one, counted among his works the establishment of technical training schools for disadvantaged youths. Marianne Cope, who died in 1918 at age eighty, had come from her native Germany to upstate New York and, as a Franciscan nun, worked among the lepers in Hawaii with St. Damian of Molokai. Kateri Tekakwitha was an Algonquin-Mohawk who suffered much for the Faith she embraced, and she died in 1680 at the age of twenty-four. Anna Schäffer, who died in 1925, spent more than half of her forty-three years in her Bavarian home as an invalid with mystical gifts as a visionary and miracle worker.

			Like the Magi, these saints were never able to call their old home their true home, for they set their sights on their promised home in Heaven, and that hope made them all the more useful in this world. 

			“Hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us” (Rom. 5:5).

			January 6, 2013 

		

	
		
			The Baptism of Our Lord
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			Guided by Baptism

			[image: ]

			As Our Savior changed the Passover, which was a memorial meal, to a sacrifice of His real Body and Blood, so also He changed the traditional baptismal ritual, which symbolized a desire to be pure for the coming of the Messiah, into an actual eradication of the original sin of the human race. His cousin John felt awkward about baptizing the actual Messiah, who had no sin to wash away, but Jesus told him to do it nonetheless, and made it an occasion for revealing the mystery of the Holy Trinity. A voice was heard calling Jesus “Son,” and an object appeared resembling a dove of light. Thus, the world had the first clear indication of the Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Baptism of Our Lord is liturgically attached to the Epiphany, because both events were “manifestations” of Christ’s divinity.

			Most of us were baptized as infants, and others were led to the sacrament later in life by God’s guiding hand. At the beginning of the civil year, we remember the power and consolation of that divine assistance. In 1939, the beginning of the Second World War, one of the most threatening and dark times of human history, King George VI spoke to his people over the radio to encourage them. He read slowly, because of a speech impediment, a poem by a lecturer at the London School of Economics, Minnie Louise Haskins: 

			I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year,

			“Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown.”

			And he replied, “Go into the darkness and put your hand into the hand of God.

			That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way!”

			As Christ reaches out his hand, we are free to accept it or go our own way. In the fourth century, St. Gregory Nazianzen studied at the Athenian academy under the tutors Himerius and Proaeresius. One of his fellow students, Basil, also became a saint. A third classmate, Julian, became the last Roman Emperor of the Constantinian dynasty and renounced Christ. This is a good time to renew our baptismal vows and go safely into the unknown. St. Gregory wrote: 

			Today let us do honor to Christ’s baptism and celebrate this feast in holiness. . . . He wants you to become a living force for all mankind, lights shining in the world. You are to be radiant lights as you stand beside Christ, the great light, bathed in the glory of him who is the light of heaven. You are to enjoy more and more the pure and dazzling light of the Trinity, as now you have received — though not in its fullness — a ray of its splendour, proceeding from the one God, in Christ Jesus Our Lord, to whom be glory and power for ever and ever. Amen.19

			January 10, 2010
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			Human Souls Are Born to Fight

			[image: ]

			Because of the demands of the calendar, I am writing this in the last hour of the year 2015. To procrastinate is to delay until tomorrow, so I suppose we could coin a word, proannuate. But to put a thing off until next year is easy to do on New Year’s Eve. In these dark days of the year, the contrast with light is more dramatic, and it always is the case that in moral darkness virtue is more luminous. The visitation of the Magi and the baptism of the Lord were about thirty years apart, but both are celebrated close together on the liturgical calendar as “epiphanies” when the Light of Christ was displayed to the world. At the start of the third millennium, St. John Paul II said: “The Church respects the measurements of time: hours, days, years, centuries. She thus goes forward with every individual, helping everyone to realize how each of these measurements of time is imbued with the presence of God and with his saving activity.”20

			John the Baptist was bewildered when his cousin, who was sinless, asked to be baptized. John said it should be the other way around. According to human logic, he was right, but Jesus came into time to turn the whole world around. This was to “fulfill all righteousness,” which means He who “takes away the sin of the world” plunges into the water with sinners, just as His divine nature plunged into history with a human nature, the two being perfectly united, yet not compromising each other. The water was a symbol, but the divine intention was a fact. Long before, Naaman could not understand why he had to make a long trip from Damascus to wash in the Jordan when there were better rivers back home. He learned that what cured him was his obedience to God’s will (see 2 Kings 5:10–14).

			The Holy Spirit came down on Christ “like a dove.” Artists portray this as best they can, but one can get the impression that the Holy Spirit actually was a bird. That He “came down like a dove” explains that the Divine Love between the Father and the Son made this the moment that the Son accepted the commission to save the world. Immediately after the baptism, Christ went into the desert to challenge the Antichrist. In January of 2014, our Pope had two children release doves from his window, and immediately they were attacked by a large crow and a seagull. Feathers flew and no one knows where the doves went, but the image of one white dove struggling against the black crow was worthy of an icon, and it is in fact replicated in all the “hours, days, years, centuries” of human existence. Baptism begins a fight, but it is a good fight. Chesterton said: “I believe in getting into hot water; it keeps you clean.” 

			January 10, 2016 
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			Becoming God’s Own Kin

			[image: ]

			The feast of the Baptism of Our Lord follows the Epiphany because both are events by which God makes His mystery clearer to the human mind. In the Epiphany, the Second Person of the Holy Trinity was worshipped by foreigners who had been led to Bethlehem, but the Magi knew only that the Holy Child was the long-awaited Messiah. Fast-forward to the beginning of that Child’s mature ministry, and there it is revealed that He is the Second Person of the Most Holy Trinity. Not until He was ascending to Heaven some three years later did He actually name the Trinity, but during the course of those years He gave hints of that triune economy.

			The baptism of Our Lord was a symbol and not a sacrament because the sacrament of baptism washes away sin, and Christ had no sin. A sacrament actually confers a grace from God, so Our Lord’s baptism qualifies as a sacramental, which differs from a sacrament in that a sacramental moves the soul to desire the sacraments. There are many sacramentals, and they include holy water, the Rosary, the Liturgy of the Hours, the Brown Scapular, the Miraculous Medal, the Stations of the Cross, the Cross itself, candles, incense, and the Sign of the Cross. Anything blessed qualifies as a sacramental. St. John the Baptist did not use that advanced terminology, but he described it when he said, “I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit” (Mark 1:8).

			Various schismatic groups do not make the distinction at all, as they consider baptism symbolic and not efficacious in itself for the remission of sin. Despite this misunderstanding, the Church considers valid any baptism done with water in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Conferring a name in baptism signals an intensity in our relationship with God, who “adopts” us as his sons and daughters. Pope Benedict XVI once baptized twenty-one babies in just one month, and said: “Every baptized person acquires the character of a son, based on the Christian name, an unmistakable sign that the Holy Spirit gives birth to man ‘anew’ from the womb of the Church.”21 

			So it is salutary to be careful in choosing names that identify with the great saints who have gone before us. The first pope to change his name upon election was John II in 533. He did so because his father had named him for the pagan god Mercury. The more pagan a culture becomes, the more it lapses into pagan and even downright silly names. There is, however, the hope that the grace of baptism can make even someone burdened with a fashionably pagan name, a saint. Saint John Vianney said, “The saints did not all begin well; but they all ended well.”22 

			January 12, 2014
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			The Kings Herod

			[image: ]

			At Christmas and Lent we hear a lot about King Herod. It is confusing because there were dozens of Herods, many with the same names, making this even more complicated than two Adamses, Harrisons, Roosevelts, and Bushes. Here are the basics.

			In 76 B.C. Hyrcanus II succeeded his father, Alexander Jannai, as high priest in Jerusalem. He was of the Hamonean family, and his mother, Salome Alexandra, was the chief political power. His younger brother Aristobulus overthrew him in 67 B.C., but the Roman army moved in, and he was restored with the help of the Idumean leader Antipater. The Roman general Pompey denied him the title of “Basileus” (Greek for king). Hyrcanus was mutilated by his nephew Antigonus, disqualifying him from the high priesthood. Antipater’s son, who had the same name, took revenge on Antigonus. He was a friend of Julius Caesar and married Mariamne, the granddaughter of Hyrcanus. In 55 B.C. Caesar gave him virtually all the Jewish areas. He exploited religion for political ends and was only nominally Jewish. The religious cynicism of the Herodian kings would create the unrest that marked Jewish culture in Jesus’ lifetime. 

			Antipater Jr.’s son was Herod the Great, for whom the Herodian line was named. He died in 4 B.C., shortly after the birth of Christ (our dating system of B.C. and A.D. is off by a few years). Marc Antony got him the title King of Judaea. He shrewdly allied with Octavian (later Emperor Augustus) after the battle of Actium, and courted the Jewish vote by building the great new Temple and reinstituting the Jewish governing council of the Sanhedrin. Deranged and ten times married, in 6 B.C. he killed his sons Aristobulus and Alexander, whose grandfather had been Hyrcanus II. Two years later he killed his son Antipater. This was around the time he massacred the Holy Innocents in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:16–18). 

			He divided his kingdom among three sons (“tetrarchs”). Archelaeus in southern Palestine was deposed by Augustus. Herod Antipas ruled Galilee and the east bank of the Jordan at the time of Christ’s Crucifixion, having beheaded John the Baptist. After his scandal with his niece Herodias and other crises, he was banished in A.D. 39 by the mad emperor Caligula. Philip ruled the Gentile area of the Golan Heights. He built the magnificent Caesarea Philippi and was probably the sanest of the Herodians. In A.D. 39, the eldest son of Aristobulus (whom Herod the Great executed) was given Philip’s tetrarchy by Caligula, whom he accompanied on army maneuvers along the Rhine in Germany. This Herod Agrippa I promoted Judaism and built what we now call Beirut. He killed St. James and imprisoned St. Peter (Acts 12:1–4). His son Herod Agrippa II went to Rome after the fall of Jerusalem, which Jesus predicted, and the Herodian line dwindled out. 

			January 11, 2004
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			Baptism and Bells

			[image: ]

			By baptism, man is reborn into innocence. The traditional antiphon for the first Sunday after Easter quotes 1 Peter 2:2, “Like newborn infants . . .” In Latin the first words are Quasi modo, and in Victor Hugo’s 1831 novel about Notre Dame Cathedral, a crippled infant is abandoned at the cathedral on that day and is named from the antiphon, for he seems “almost like” a normal human.

			Hugo wrote the novel in part to publicize the danger to the great building that had suffered so much damage in the French Revolution. It actually was in danger of being torn down because of its decrepitude and also because its architecture was considered “old fashioned.” Hugo helped inspire the Gothic Revival and saved that great building from the hands of faddists who in their nervous ways resembled those who in recent decades have done so much damage to our own fine churches.

			In the 1939 film, Quasimodo was portrayed by Charles Laughton, and Maureen O’Hara was Esmeralda. Laughton was reared a Catholic and attended the English Jesuit school Stonyhurst but lapsed in the course of his personally confused older years. Once, at the end of a mission I preached, Maureen O’Hara told me that Laughton returned to the Faith on his deathbed. This she was told by Laughton’s wife, Elsa Lanchester, who, while an abrupt atheist, knew that his friend would be glad that he had died with the sacraments.

			All this is by way of announcing that we have fixed our carillon as a project of our Restoration Fund. After fifty years, the machinery needed replacement. This has been done by the company that installed the original works. The sound of bells, albeit electronically amplified, is an important part of life in our neighborhood, summoning the faithful to worship and reminding passersby of the hours. It would have been sorely missed. Through advances in computer technology, we can now program the carillon for hundreds of special changes and swings, and hymns according to the liturgical season, and for weddings and funerals. This computerized Quasimodo will not need repairs for at least twenty-five years. So, at the start of the new year, the sound of bells will most appropriately celebrate this fiftieth anniversary year of the dedication of our church.

			It is customary for bells to sound the Angelus thrice daily. As not all our neighbors would rejoice with the angels at 6:00 a.m., the summons is at noon and 6:00 p.m.

			January 11, 2009
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			The Reason for Courage, Always

			[image: ]

			There was a theologian who, when discouraged, would keep repeating to himself, “I have been baptized.” Since the Prince of Lies has discouragement as his chief strategy and purpose, the Rite of Baptism includes an exorcism: an explicit renunciation of Satan, and all his works, and all his empty promises.

			Jesus our Encourager did not have to be baptized, for He had no sin to wash away, but by plunging into the waters of the Jordan and rising up, He set an example of dying and rising, which in daily life is played out by overcoming obstacles and refuting naysayers. This is modeled in the famous legend of the Scottish king, Robert the Bruce. As Sir Walter Scott told it, the Bruce withdrew to a cave after six defeats in battle, and one rainy day, deeply depressed, he watched a spider weaving a web. Six times the spider’s thread broke, and six times the spider resumed its weaving until it succeeded the seventh time. The Bruce rallied and won his great victory at Bannockburn, and the crown of Scotland along with it.

			Ever since the legalization of abortion in our country, the Church has resisted the temptation to discouragement in defending innocent life. January 22 will mark the forty-first annual March for Life in Washington. The March has gone on in weather fair and foul, whether government administrations have been friend or foe. In those years, more than 56 million babies in our country alone have been destroyed in their mothers’ wombs. We lament the loss of at least 110 million soldiers and civilians worldwide in the two World Wars and can barely imagine with what talent and invention so many of them might have endowed the arts and science. The same dirge can be intoned for all those babies.

			Last year at this time, I cited a statistical abstract using the ratio of professions to population and the number of infants aborted. The resulting estimate showed that in the last thirty-five years, those lives destroyed could have included: two U.S. presidents; seven Supreme Court justices; 102 U.S. senators and 589 congressmen; 8,123 judges; 31 Nobel Prize laureates; 328 Olympic medalists; 6,092 professional athletes; 134,841 physicians and surgeons; 392,500 registered nurses; 70,669 clergy, including 6,852 Catholic priests and 11,010 nuns; 1,102,443 elementary and high school teachers; 553,821 truck drivers; 224,518 maids and housekeepers; 33,939 janitors; 134,028 farmers and ranchers; 109,984 police officers; and 39,477 firefighters.

			None of those infants lived to be baptized, and they are entrusted to the mercy of God. Our nation now has the lowest birth rate in its history and may be approaching the demographic winter that is destroying many other countries. The good news is that contending for life year in and year out has raised consciences, and the rate of abortions is at an all-time low. So when facing Satan and all his works and all his empty promises, say with good courage: I have been baptized. 

			January 11, 2015
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			“Free Us, Lord, from Those Who Hate Us without Cause”

			[image: ]

			The death of Bishop Leon Yao Liang of Xiwanzi in Hebei Province on December 30 left ninety-four bishops in China still under some form of persecution for their loyalty to the Pope. Bishop Liang died at the age of eighty-seven after twenty-eight years in prison and many years in forced isolation. The Communist government withheld news of his death for several days.

			The countless Christians recently killed or imprisoned in China join the ranks of martyrs from the first Roman imperial persecutions and their restoration under Julian the Apostate in the fourth century. In that same century, sixteen thousand Christians were killed in one slaughter in Persia, and the sanguineous trail continued under the Goths and Vandals. The enmity of the Iconoclastic emperors lasted about 120 years, into the eighth century, when the Islamic purges began their unending course. Modern European history is replete with adversity, and there have been no sufferings of the Church worse and also more heroic than those inflicted in recent times by atheist liberals, Nazis, and Communists. Young martyrs, such as the Mexican priest Miguel Pro in 1927 and the Polish priest Jerzy Popieluszko in 1984, witness that the past century has mounted history’s biggest attack on the Church. The organization Aid to the Church in Need says that Christians are “the most persecuted group in the world today.” Its director, Neville Kyrke-Smith, says that many public voices quick to cite other human-rights abuses ignore oppression of Christians because “we are suffering from a sort of ‘religious correctness’ which means that talking about the persecution of Christians is not acceptable to the secular media today, and sometimes they don’t even believe the facts.”23

			The facts are there, and they include the supine surrender of the comfortably established in our society to intimidation by those whose modus vivendi is to threaten. Yale University Press and the Metropolitan Museum of Art have recently succumbed to radical Muslim pressure and censored themselves.24 At the same time, ridicule of Christianity is flaunted in public institutions as free speech at work. Our own government is increasingly dismissive of the Church, and a prominent foe of Catholicism — who wanted to remove the Church’s tax-exempt status — has been nominated to head the Justice Department’s Office of Legal Counsel. 

			In his New Year audience granted to diplomats, Pope Benedict XVI denounced “hostility, if not scorn, directed towards religion and towards Christianity in particular.”25 It is not the nature of Christianity to get its way by terrorism and dismantling the fabric of democratic freedom. Pope Benedict is in the moral succession of the martyred fourth pope, Clement I, who prayed, “Free us Lord, from those who hate us without cause. Give peace and harmony to us and to all the inhabitants of the Earth, as you gave them to our fathers who called on you with trust and faith.”26

			January 17, 2010 

			
				
					23	“Aid to the Church in Need Reports on Growing Persecution,” Zenit, October 24, 2008, posted on Catholic Online, http://www.catholic.org/news/.

				

				
					24	After cartoons published in Denmark in 2005 portrayed Islam’s creator, Mohammed, as violent, threats of firebombing and murder were directed at the publishers and cartoonists by offended, presumably non-violent Muslims on far continents over the next four years. Gunmen raided the offices of the EU in Gaza, demanding an apology for the cartoons in Denmark. Police in Denmark arrested several men in a plot to murder one of the cartoonists. Osama bin Laden released a video threatening the EU for the fact that the Mohammed cartoons were reprinted by various European publications—which he claimed was all part of a “new Crusade” organized by the Pope. There was a brief show of defiance on the part of the cultural Left in the name of free speech: Yale University Press announced it would publish a book on the controversy over the cartoons, and would include reproductions of all 12 of the offending cartoons. But just before publication in 2009, Yale ordered its press to publish the book—entitled, Cartoons that Shook the World—without images of the cartoons.

								In 2010, New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art one-upped Yale in cowardice. Responding to inquiries from The New York Post, the MMA confirmed that it had quietly removed all paintings from public view that depict Mohammed — including many positive or heroic images — some of which had been peaceably hanging on its walls for a century. MMA spokesmen said it was simply evaluating them for possible use in the planned opening of its Islamic Galleries in 2011. But when the new gallery was opened, its name did not even use the word “Islamic”—it was The New Galleries for the Art of the Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia. It consisted primarily of rugs, furniture, and Arabic calligraphy. No image of the face of Mohammed—a frequent subject in Islamic art before 1500—was included. 

								Whether this strategic cultural surrender calmed the seas seems doubtful. In 2011, Islamic terrorists burned down the offices of a satirical Parisian magazine, Charlie Hebdo, which had published the famous cartoons. In 2015, an Islamic gunman walked into the new offices of that magazine and killed 12 people. 
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			Prediction versus Prophecy

			[image: ]

			A prophecy is a declaration of truths from God: “Thus says the Lord . . .” Because it is a very serious matter to speak that way, Our Lord warns against “false prophets who are wolves in sheep’s clothing” (Matt. 7:15). It is inexact to think of a prophecy as a prediction, as when someone who says something will happen on the world scene is said to have made a “prophetic statement.” The confusion is understandable, since when the Lord speaks, there are warnings and promises about the (future) consequences of not obeying the voice.

			Since people are not divine, even those of acute insight can lack foresight. Some of their wrong predictions are amusing, but only in retrospect. In 1876 an officer of Western Union saw no commercial use for the telephone, and before that, in 1830, an inventor said that rail travel at high speed would cause people to die from asphyxia. Even before then, it is said that Napoleon stomped out of a room indignantly when he thought his intelligence had been insulted by Robert Fulton describing a boat propelled by a steam engine. Then, in 1807, right down the street from our church, a crowd gathered to jeer “Fulton’s Folly,” but his steamboat Clermont did work and made it up to Albany, albeit at five miles per hour.

			Pope Innocent III decided that the world would end in 1284, 666 years after the founding of Islam. The Michigan Savings Bank decided against funding Henry Ford’s horseless carriage because it was only a fad. In 1878, Oxford professor Erasmus Wilson confided, “When the Paris Exposition closes, electric light will close with it, and no more will be heard of it.” Hiram Maxim said of his own invention in 1893, “The machine gun will make war impossible.” The New York Times displayed its infallible intuition for fallibility in 1936: “A rocket will never be able to leave earth’s atmosphere.” In 1943 the chairman of IBM said that there would be a world market for no more than five computers. 

			These days there are various predictions about climate change, a legitimate concern that should be tempered by caution about turning hypotheses into absolutes. Fifty years ago we were told from many quarters that by now there would be massive starvation caused by overpopulation, and England would be covered in ice. And let no one forget the warnings of the meteorologist Albert Porta, who thought that an exploding sun would engulf the earth in 1919. 

			Abraham Lincoln’s self-effacement resulted in a most memorable miscalculation in the Gettysburg Address when he said: “The world will little note nor long remember . . .” The Mother of Our Lord made an opposite and very accurate prediction, stunning as it was: “Henceforth all generations shall call me blessed.” In her case, perfect humility dispensed with natural modesty. John the Baptist was the last of the prophets, which is why any religion that proposes Christ as a prophet but not the Son of God misses the whole point of true prophecy itself. 

			Christ did make some predictions — the death of Judas, the destiny of Peter, and the destruction of the Temple — but He counseled against worrying about the future. His only prediction we need to know is fulfilled in every generation: “Heaven and earth will pass away but my words will never pass away” (Matt. 24:35).

			January 18, 2015
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			Change — in Whose Name?

			[image: ]

			Time and things in time change. The philosopher Heraclitus (d. 480 B.C.) said that you cannot step twice into the same river, because everything is in flux, including the waters flowing onto you. There are changes benevolent or malignant. As of the good kind of change, John Henry Newman said that to be alive is to change, and to be perfect is to have changed often.27 Healthy change preserves “type,” which means keeping the original focus of existence, without which change goes out of control. Change for the sake of change can be romantic humbug, like Shelley’s poem: “Man’s yesterday may ne’er be like his morrow; Nought may endure but Mutability.” Or change can be destructive. So, while we’re quoting the poets, there is the hymn of Henry Francis Lyte: “Change and decay in all around I see.”

			Lyte had faith in God “who changest not.” This changeless stability, like the axle of a wheel, would have made sense to the Greek Platonists, who believed that there is an overarching “Logos,” a serene wisdom that holds the fluctuating world together.

			Belief in progress is rooted in the Judeo-Christian knowledge of God, the eternal Logos, who guides us by change to perfection. Contrary to current psychobabble about “feeling good about ourselves,” we must never be satisfied with the way things are, and especially with the way we are. St. Augustine laid the groundwork for social and scientific advancement, as well as spiritual growth: “If you would attain to what you are not yet, you must always be displeased by what you are. For where you are pleased with yourself there you have remained. Keep adding, keep walking, keep advancing.”

			Without obeying the will of God, attempts at constructive change are delusional. The materialist political systems of the twentieth century proved that. Every four years our nation has a chance to change its government, and as we do so now,28 we pray for our new leaders, without loss of priorities, following the dictum of St. Thomas More, who was “the King’s good servant, but God’s first.” When people want change without knowing what kind of change, they take a risk. As all good change protects and advances the supreme gift of life, the moral integrity of a government is measured by how it does this. The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) warns against a secular messianism that roots hope in things other than God: “Before Christ’s second coming the Church must pass through a final trial that will shake the faith of many believers. The persecution that accompanies her pilgrimage on earth will unveil the ‘mystery of iniquity’ in the form of a religious deception offering men an apparent solution to their problems at the price of apostasy from the truth” (675).

			We shall know whether a change in government is good or evil when it protects innocent life or legalizes its destruction.

			January 18, 2009

			
				
					27	John Henry Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine 1, 1, 7.

				

				
					28	Two days after the date of this column began the first term of U.S. President Barack Hussein Obama, who had promised in his campaign to “fundamentally transform America.” Based on the generous donations candidate Obama had accepted from Planned Parenthood’s political action committee, it was clear that his administration would do what it could to promote abortion, both in the United States and abroad. His hostility to Christianity was also evident when, in a campaign speech, he described Christian voters who opposed him as “clinging to guns or religion.”
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			Godparents
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			Not everyone would agree, but I can think of no better place for a boy or a girl to grow up than in New York City. The practicalities of the high cost of housing and finding schools often make this difficult. When families reach a certain size, they sometimes have to make the difficult decision to move out to rustic areas, and so the parish does not have many children in the middle years. Our CCD program is growing and flourishing, and the new marriage-preparation course seems to be a great success already. 

			The increasing number of baptisms requires that we give careful thought to what the sacrament of baptism means. As much as possible, I like to give individual preparation for the parents and godparents.

			The reason we have godparents, or “sponsors,” is not always clear. They have had a social purpose through the centuries, ensuring the care and well-being of the child, especially in ages when the life expectancy of parents was short. It was because godparents came to be named for purely honorific purposes apart from religion that the Council of Trent in 1563 limited their number to one male and one female. The new Code of Canon Law prescribes at least one sponsor, or two sponsors, one of each sex. Save for just cause, they must be at least sixteen years old. Canon 874 requires that they be baptized, confirmed, and practicing Catholics, which means they should be faithful in prayer, in worshipping at Holy Mass, and in keeping their other obligations in religion. 

			The Pope has said (January 10, 1982) that parents and godparents have the duty of “responsibly educating the newly baptized and helping them to grow in a Christian way.” Whether the one baptized is an infant or an adult, the sponsor represents the whole Church into which the new Christian is being incorporated. 

			Unlike the baptism of St. John, which symbolized desire for moral reform in preparation for the Messiah, the baptism of Christ actually washes away original sin, which brought sin and death into the world, and makes the baptized “born again” by water and the Spirit, with the promise of eternal life in Heaven. 

			Moses could not cross the Jordan himself when he sent the Jews on ahead into the land of milk and honey. He was like a man looking at the Manhattan skyline from Brooklyn Heights (although happy is he who can claim the noble borough of Brooklyn for his earthly home). Christ leads us across the river, which is not the Jordan in Israel or the East River here, or any river on earth, for it is the divide between time and eternity. So the Welsh poet William Williams wrote in the hymn “Arglwyd, arwain try’r anialwch”: 

			Death of death and Hell’s destruction,
Land me safe on Canaan’s side.

			January 19, 2003
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			In Praise of the Ordinary

			[image: ]

			As we enter the liturgical season called Ordinary Time, there is a temp- tation to think that the Church means ordinary in the dull and uninspired sense commonly implied by ordinariness. “Ordinary,” however, means a lot more than that. In heraldry, the geometric figure on a shield is called an Ordinary. The penny-farthing bicycle such as my grandfather rode in the late nineteenth century was, for some reason, also called an Ordinary bicycle. And a diocesan bishop is called a Local Ordinary, certainly not because he is commonplace, but because his authority is according to canon law, ordered intrinsically to his office, and not delegated.

			The Church calls the time outside Advent, Christmas, Lent, and Easter “Ordinary” because its weeks are numbered in an ordered series, the Latin word for which is ordinalis. Next to the very existence of the world itself, a most spectacular fact about this world is that it is orderly. That is why we complain when its order is disrupted — whether it is the winds and the tides or our own bodies that become disorderly. Thus, we speak of disasters and sickness, and of the moral disorder called sin. The less one appreciates order, the more one becomes cynical about the workings of the world and takes on a tragic view of life, eventually making no distinction between tragedy and comedy.

			G. K. Chesterton mastered the art of celebrating the ordinary things of life. He said that it took him a long time to walk along the street, because he kept stopping to admire each lamppost. In his book called The Thing, he wrote: “I am ordinary in the correct sense of the term, which means the acceptance of an order; a Creator and the creation, the common sense of gratitude for creation, life and love as gifts permanently good, marriage and chivalry as laws rightly controlling them, and the rest of the normal traditions of our race and religion.”

			It is hardly a tribute to the glory of God’s creative power to be bored with what He has made and to be a bore to others. Christ excited many different reactions in those who encountered Him. He attracted crowds and delighted them, for He was not like the pedantic scribes. He frightened many, including His closest followers, who, on at least two occasions, thought He must be a ghost. He confused His neighbors, who could not reconcile His domesticity with His transcendent speech. When He passed by, some cheered and others bowed before Him. He scandalized those who had a miniature sense of life, and angered those who resented the way He threatened their moral myopia. There were those who were willing to die for Him, and there were those who made Him die. But there is no record of anyone saying that He bored them. He showed how extraordinary it is to be ordinary, and He sanctified Ordinary Time so that the days between feasts are feasts themselves.

			January 19, 2014
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			Guardian of “the Unseen World”

			[image: ]

			During these days of transition in government, temperance in expectations is a wise policy based on experience. Calvin Coolidge said, “It is a great advantage to a president, and a major source of safety to the country, for him to know he is not a great man.” The Yankee farmer was frugal with words, but they were not cheap. No fawning reporters claimed that his sober speeches sent a tingle up their legs. Magazines did not hail him as “The Second Coming,” and he would have thought it absurd to promise that his presidency was “the moment when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal.” Thus, he did not disappoint.

			In his own instance, Coolidge’s competence was as great as his humility. True to his dictum that “One of the greatest favors that can be bestowed upon the American people is economy in government,” the nation during his administration enjoyed unprecedented prosperity, decreased income tax (he thought that the national average income tax of $300 was outrageous), a federal budget surplus, unemployment down to 3 percent, a decline in racial strife, and a boom in technological patents and progress.

			Coolidge became president at the unexpected death of Warren G. Harding, who thought of himself as a significant orator. But that splendid curmudgeon H. L. Mencken said of Harding’s rhetoric: “It reminds me of a string of wet sponges, it reminds me of tattered washing on the line; it reminds me of stale bean soup, of college yells, of dogs barking idiotically through endless nights. It is so bad that a sort of grandeur creeps into it.”

			On the other hand, Coolidge spoke very well indeed. He was the last president to write his own speeches. Though the media caricatured him as “Silent Cal,” he gave more press conferences than any president before or since.

			On the 150th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, Coolidge said that equality, liberty, popular sovereignty, and the rights of man “belong to the unseen world. Unless the faith of the American people in these religious convictions is to endure, the principles of our Declaration will perish.”

			Our nation has been given a remarkable chance, through all its government branches, to set what is right, and to fix what is wrong. The prayer of our nation’s first bishop, John Carroll, in 1791 is offered again in this new year:

			We pray Thee, O God of might, wisdom, and justice! Through whom authority is rightly administered, laws are enacted, and judgment decreed, assist with Thy Holy Spirit of counsel and fortitude the President of these United States, that his administration may be conducted in righteousness, and be eminently useful to Thy people over whom he presides; by encouraging due respect for virtue and religion; by a faithful execution of the laws in justice and mercy; and by restraining vice and immorality. 

			January 22, 2017
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			Creation Redeemed in Wine

			[image: ]

			Richard Crashaw lived only thirty-six years, in tumultuous times. Born in London, he lived through civil unrest and eventually emigrated to France. His father was a Protestant clergyman who, though strongly minded against Roman Catholicism, was drawn to Catholic devotional hymns. Richard eventually became a Catholic and was given introductions to Roman officials by Queen Henrietta Maria (consort of Charles I of England), who was in exile in Paris. The state of Maryland was named for her. Crashaw died at the shrine of Loreto, possibly poisoned, leaving a tremendous treasury of English and Latin poetry. 

			Msgr. Ronald Knox, who was an unsurpassed classical scholar, and himself a convert, albeit nearly three centuries later, considered Crashaw’s line on the miracle of the wine at Cana to be the most ingenious in Latin letters: “Nympha pudica Deum vidit et erubuit” (The shamefaced waters saw their God and blushed). The 180 gallons of water that were changed to wine represent a ruined creation restored by our Eucharistic Lord.

			The waters blushed because no creature is worthy to see God face-to-face unless God Himself gives permission. Only God in Christ knows the original intent of His creation. “I will utter what has been hidden since the foundation of the world” (Matt. 13:35). St. Peter, who witnessed the miracle at Cana, will write that Jesus “was destined before the foundation of the world” (1 Pet. 1:20). And St. Paul implicates each of us in the divine plan: “He chose us in him before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4). 

			Because the Second Person of the Holy Trinity is not created, but is without beginning or end, He uniquely among men knows the end, or purpose, of the beginning. He weeps for Lazarus and Jerusalem more mournfully than any mortal can weep for friends and civilizations, and He exults beyond the human capacity for joy: “Father, I desire that they also, whom thou hast given me, may be with me where I am, to behold my glory which thou hast given me” (John 17:24).

			January 21, 2007 
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			Laws of Nature and the Law

			[image: ]

			It was a blessing for me to encounter the theologian Austin Farrer a year before his sudden death. With him, I was one handshake away from his friends Tolkien, Lewis, and Sayers. In reflecting on natural disasters and God’s action in the world, he said with stark realism that in an earthquake, God’s will is that the elements of the earth’s crust should behave in accordance with their nature. He was speaking of the Lisbon earthquake in 1755, which killed about the same number of people counted so far in devastated Haiti.29 Most were killed in churches on All Saints’ Day, which gave license to rationalists of the “Enlightenment” to mock the doctrine of a good God. Atheists can suddenly pretend to be theologians puzzled by the contradictory behavior of a benevolent God. On the other extreme, doltish TV evangelists summon a half-baked Calvinism to say that people who get hit hard deserve it.

			Nature follows its own course. By projection, humans say that inanimate nature “obeys” natural “laws.” Tectonic plates do not have free will, nor do wild animals, but they act according to their own natures even if they have no concept of laws. Tragedies are tragic only for humans who believe in a benevolent God. Without that revelation, we respond to calamities with the stiff upper lip of the Stoic, the smirk of the Cynic, or the grimace of the Epicurean accustomed to grinning. 

			The Jews were bewildered that the pagan Philistines had killed four thousand of them, and when Eli hauled in the Ark of the Covenant, thirty thousand more died along with Eli’s own sons Hophni and Phineas (1 Sam. 4:1–11). Why? When Jesus was asked why God had allowed the Romans to kill a group of Galilean freedom fighters, He reminded them of the eighteen people who had been crushed by the fall of the Tower of Siloam in Jerusalem (Luke 13:1–4). They just happened to be there.

			Some die by human malevolence, others by natural calamity. Guilt has nothing to do with every instance, but we are all going to die and should prepare. Inanimate nature is morally indifferent: in Haiti, a cathedral was destroyed along with the archbishop and many priests and seminarians, but so also was a prison destroyed, and thousands of criminals escaped. Animal nature is also morally indifferent, which is why beasts are not arrested for doing what base humans do. There is nature “raw in tooth and claw” and nature ripe in smiles and manicures. This is a distinction lost on behaviorists, who deny the divine image in man while calling God inhumane. There was an earthquake when Christ died. Even the rocks acknowledged that the sinless Man had reordered moral brokenness. When the Body of Christ is fractured at Mass, the sound is greater than any natural earthquake, for it is the world coming back to its senses.

			January 24, 2010

			
				
					29	Several days before this column was written, a massive earthquake struck Haiti.
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			Déjà Vu
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			When Lawrence “Yogi” Berra died last September at the age of ninety, he was remembered with true affection, not only for the kindness that wreathed his life, but also for his charming ways with the English language. He may have seemed like Sheridan’s Mrs. Malaprop or Shakespeare’s Dogberry when he confused words, as when he said that Texas has a lot of electrical votes, but his unique genre consisted in stating truths with guileless syntax. Others tried to invent Yogi-isms, goading him to say, “I didn’t say half the things I said.” His meaning was clear, grammar notwithstanding.

			When he said, “It’s déjà vu all over again,” some may have snickered, but that is the way with snobs. He was broaching a concept that the nineteenth-century Danish philosopher and theologian Kierkegaard explored in his considerations of “repetition” and “recollection.” Basically, Yogi Berra and Søren Kierkegaard simply acknowledged, as all of us do one way or another, the role of the imagination in relation to time.

			Perceptions of things past and to come are limited by our mortal intelligence, and memory can be as defective as prediction. In Christ, human and divine, there are no such limitations, so He has a perfect knowledge of past and future. Cynics have thought that His predictions came true only because later editors made them seem so. It should be no surprise, however, that Jesus, as the Beginning and the End, should be able to know the Father’s will and foresee its consequences.

			The accounts of Matthew, Mark, and Luke stress the chronology of Christ’s earthly life, while John declares its meaning. It is like the difference between a photograph and a portrait, each conveying personality, but in different ways. Most likely, Jesus cleansed the Temple at the end of His earthly life, but John mentions it at the beginning of his narrative as a foretaste of what Christ would do, just as, when I was a boy, I opened the Cracker Jack box from the bottom to get the little prize first. Our Lord hints at the future by showing the Magi His divinity, and exposing the Trinity at His baptism, and letting Heaven break through in His Transfiguration.

			His miracles are “signs” by which the Lord prepares His Church for what is to come. He recollects seven of them, as a kind of repetition of the seven acts of the world’s creation, of which He has a perfect memory. It is not that John was confused about the order of events. He was inspired to know that the events were ordered. The Incarnation of the Eternal Word is déjà vu all over again. “And now I have told you before it comes to pass: that when it shall come to pass, you may believe” (John 14:29). 

			January 24, 2016
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			Sun and Moon, Bless the Lord

			[image: ]

			Each year I receive the official calendar of the Vatican Observatory located at the papal summer residence in Castel Gandolfo, which has been at work for four hundred years, and now has international branches. The calendar integrates landmarks in space science with the liturgical cycle. This week, the feast of St. Thomas Aquinas on January 28 is the anniversary of the destruction of the Challenger in 1986. On the feast of St. John Bosco on the 31st, the Russian Luna 9 returned the first photographs from the surface of the moon in 1966. 

			The successful landing of the exploratory robot on Mars on January 3 and recent Russian and British probes have rekindled public fascination with the splendors of our galaxy. The director of the Vatican Observatory, Father George Coyne, remarks, “In the early stages of the planets being formed, a lot of material was exchanged between Mercury, Venus, Mars and the Earth.” As exotic as other planets seem, there is much that unites us, and our solar system in this galaxy is a rather cozy neighborhood when we consider a quarter of a million other galaxies. 

			A basic Catholic principle holds that natural law — that is, the harmony of the material order as willed by God — is both a key to the mystery of God and an indication of who we are and how we should live. The Church cultivates the physical arts and sciences because of her confidence in the goodness of creation. “Sun and moon, bless the Lord” (Dan. 3:40). Pictures from outer space are icons of God’s creativity. Images of the planets pay tribute to the Lord of creation, just as liturgical icons depict the saints as masterpieces of creation. Thus, a hymn asks of the saints, “Who are these like stars appearing?” 

			The Vatican calendar has beautiful photographs of unusually visible Mercury, the Flame Nebula in Orion, the Rosetta Nebula in the Monoceros constellation, open star clusters of the Pleiades and Hyades, a Veil Nebula in Cygnus, and other images of ethereal splendor. One could go mad contemplating the immensity of all that, or bow in adoration that God should count us as worthier than all of it. 

			This is sometimes called the “scandal of particularity” because it is so hard to comprehend. Brother Guy Consolmagno, a planetary scientist and curator of the Vatican meteorite collection, recalls the manned landing of Apollo 11 on the moon: “That event of human beings setting foot for the first time on the moon was so momentous, it made me realize that life’s temporary crises will pass. It’s the work of the world’s scientists and saints that is remembered forever.” Jesus, who is the “Cosmic Christ,” summed it up: “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away” (Matt. 24:35).30

			January 25, 2009

			
				
					30	The website of the Vatican Observatory is www.vaticanobservatory.va. 
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			St. Paul and the “Interior Light”

			[image: ]

			A church-supply catalogue recently delivered to our rectory advertises a special blend of incense “like that used by St. Paul when he was in Rome.” We can credit that to an overactive imagination, or good salesmanship, or both, but it worked: I could not resist ordering some. 

			There is much about the apostle Paul we do not know, but his life is documented better than almost any figure of his age, which is fitting, since he was one of the most influential men in history in terms of spiritual and cultural impact. Our world would be very different had he not lived, and the way he lived his life was changed because of the Resurrection of Christ. While Sundays usually replace the feast of a saint that falls on the same day, this year the Conversion of St. Paul, by indult of the Pope, replaces the ordinary liturgy of the day, since we are in the Holy Year marking the two thousandth anniversary of Paul’s birth. By tradition he was born about A.D. 9 and was martyred in Rome when fifty-eight years of age.

			A Jew of Greek background, born in Asia Minor (now Turkey) in the city of Tarsus, which had special privileges of Roman citizenship in the empire, Paul trained as a Pharisee under the distinguished rabbi Gamaliel. Since he did not meet Christ until after the Resurrection — when he was converted on the road to Damascus in Syria — he considered himself an apostle “born out of time” (1 Cor. 15:8). He certainly made up for lost time: on his first missionary journey (A.D. 45–49), to Cyprus and Asia Minor, he covered 1,400 miles; on his second journey (50–52), to Syria, Asia Minor, and Greece, he covered 2,800 miles; and on the third trip (53–58), to Asia Minor, Greece, Lebanon, Judaea, Samaria, and Galilee, he covered 2,700 miles. By the time he was beheaded in Rome, he had traveled about 20,000 miles, much of it on foot. That was safer than sailing: He was shipwrecked three times.

			Read St. Paul’s hymn of love (1 Cor. 13:4–7), and you’ll find described what he had not been before the Resurrection and what he became after his conversion. As a persecutor of the first Christians, he certainly had not been patient, kind, humble, gracious, selfless, calm, virtuous, or honest. Pope Benedict XVI preached on November 5 of last year: 

			On that Easter morning something extraordinary happened, something new, and at the same time very concrete, distinguished by very precise signs and recorded by numerous witnesses. For Paul, as for the other authors of the New Testament, the Resurrection is closely bound to the testimony of those who had direct experience of the Risen One. This means seeing and hearing, not only with the eyes or with the senses, but also with an interior light that assists the recognition of what the external senses attest as objective fact.31

			January 25, 2009
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			Humble Greatness

			[image: ]

			The great edifices of classical cultures are also morally edifying by their anonymity. The artists and artisans who embellished them are generally unknown because they were honoring something greater than themselves. The desire to be known, however, is not unworthy of human dignity, provided it is not just selfish pride. Homo faber, man the builder, is entitled to take just satisfaction in an accomplishment, provided that thanks for the inspiration are accorded to the Divine Inspirer.

			Humility refers all things to God, but it dispenses with the false modesty, like that of Dickens’s Uriah Heep, that solicits praise but pretends not to want it. When Michelangelo carved his name very visibly on his Pietà, he wanted people to know that God had done a great thing through him. That is different from those who want their names known just to advertise themselves. “Their inward thought is that their houses shall continue forever, and their dwelling places to all generations; they call their lands after their own names” (Ps. 49:11).

			Once a man desires to please God first, he will begin to understand that he is not just a statistic in the divine regard. Non nobis, Domine, sed nomini tuo da gloriam (Not unto us Lord, but unto thy name give the glory [Ps. 115:1]). St. Paul warned St. Timothy not to be a “man pleaser” because that distracts from the primary relationship with God, who made us for His delight. To be dependent on human recognition is to forfeit the radical dignity that God alone gives us. “We love him because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19).

			No one wants to receive mail addressed only to “Occupant.” Christ does not address us as statistics, the way a bureaucrat does. St. Paul wrote his epistles to churches composed of individuals, each of whom he was willing to die for, as Christ died for him. He does not end his letter to the Romans without naming them: Phoebe, Prisca, Aquila, Epaenetus, Mary, Andronicus, Junias, Ampliatus, Urbanus, Stachys, Apelles, Aristobulus, Herodion, Narcissus, Tryphaena, Tryphosa, Persis, Rufus, Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas, Philologus, Julia, Nereus, and Olympas. It is quite like the list of names with which Cardinal Newman ended his Apologia pro Vita Sua. That is the greatest modern autobiography in the English language, and he named his friends because he had shown them that they were friends of God.

			The pantheon of fame has its cracks. I recently spoke with a college student who had never heard of Bing Crosby. The only recognition that matters is how we are known to the Lord. Should we be blessed to meet Him in glory, He will not say, “How do you do?” He will not even say, “I think I remember you.” He will say, “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you” (Jer. 1:5).

			January 25, 2015
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			The Government They Deserve
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			Pliny the Younger, governor of Pontus from 111 to 113, had a problem. Growing numbers of Christians were unsettling the pagan establishment. He wrote to the emperor Trajan: “I interrogated these as to whether they were Christians; those who confessed I interrogated a second and a third time, threatening them with punishment; those who persisted I ordered executed. For I had no doubt that, whatever the nature of their creed, stubbornness and inflexible obstinacy surely deserve to be punished.” He deemed them superstitious because “they were accustomed to meet on a fixed day before dawn and sing responsively a hymn to Christ as to a god.”32 Superstition was not a crime, as it was rife in the empire, but these Christians refused to worship the gods of the land and would rather die than worship the emperor himself. Trajan replied that the “spirit of our age” required that the governor should persecute only those who refused to cease being Christians.

			Governor Andrew Cuomo recently declared on a radio program in Albany that those who refuse to go along with state legislation on such matters as abortion and the redefinition of marriage have “no place in the state of New York.”33 He did not threaten to throw Christians to wild beasts, but the tone of the governor of the Empire State was decidedly imperious. Attributed to Alexis de Tocqueville, but more probably the words of Joseph de Maistre, is the warning: “In a democracy, people get the government they deserve.” Catholics fragile in spirit who symbolically offered incense to Caesar by voting for such leaders were either ignorant (and ignorance, unlike stupidity, can be cured) or selfish in placing material considerations above moral standards. But they certainly have got the government they deserve.

			According to tradition, when Trajan was en route to Armenia, he stopped in Antioch, where the bishop Ignatius was brought before him. The emperor was perplexed that such a gentle man would not water down his Faith in order to cooperate with the state. Before arriving in Rome, where he was tossed to the lions, Ignatius wrote to the Christians in Ephesus: “Do not err, my brethren. Those that corrupt families shall not inherit the kingdom of God. If, then, those who do this as respects the flesh have suffered death, how much more shall this be the case with anyone who corrupts by wicked doctrine the faith of God, for which Jesus Christ was crucified! Such a one becoming defiled [in this way], shall go away into everlasting fire, and so shall every one that hearkens unto him.”

			St. Ignatius was second in succession to St. Peter as bishop of Antioch. He was a student of Christ’s most beloved apostle, John. So what Ignatius wrote pulses with the authority Christ gave to Peter and the heart John could hear beating at the Last Supper.

			January 26, 2014
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			The Fullness of Truth
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			On Sunday, January 20, President Bush delivered an eloquent address on the sanctity of life, in support of the Right to Life March. This was the first time in eight years that a president had supported the march. In a chilling form of censorship, the historic message was ignored by the self-appointed newspaper of record, the New York Times. 

			Our Lord said that if the voices of the children greeting Him were silenced, the stones themselves would cry out (Luke 19:40). The Catholic Church cries out to protect life, giving voice to moral reality. When praying for Christian unity, we give thanks for the voice of the Church, even when many who profess to call themselves Christians have become ambiguous on the most important moral principles. Christian denominations that have taken a wrong turn on the great moral issues have evaporated in size and social significance. This does not stop the voice of the Church because, as the instruction Dominus Iesus recently explained the teaching of Vatican II, “the Church of Christ, despite the divisions which exist among Christians, continues to exist fully only in the Catholic Church.”

			Ecumenism is not indifferentism, as if one religion were as good as the next. There cannot be truths that contradict each other. The Catholic Church is the one church truly established by Christ. The Orthodox bodies, though not enjoying full communion with the successor of Peter, constitute legitimate churches. Other Christian bodies, which we commonly refer to as churches out of custom and convenience, are not properly called churches because they lack a valid priesthood and Eucharist. The Catholic Church considers them “ecclesial communities.” In spite of their defects, “the spirit of Christ has not refrained from using them as a means of salvation which derive their efficacy from the very fullness of grace and truth entrusted to the Catholic Church.” 

			In terms of oneness with Christ and the apostolic tradition, the Catholic Church is not divided, although there are sad divisions among Christians. The Church’s integrity moves her to bring all souls within the Catholic unity. Thus, the Church’s canon law instructs pastors that all non-Catholic communities within the bounds of a Catholic parish are the pastoral responsibility of the Catholic pastor, whose first obligation is to help them grow in a common love of Christ as Redeemer. 

			As the ecumenical movement passes from adolescent enthusiasm to a mature desire for unity of believers, the first step has to be basic commitment to the right to life. Without that, the hope of eternal life would be futile. 

			January 27, 2002
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			“To Stand in All Things Perfect”
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			The Geneva Conventions’ classification of military chaplains as noncombatants has traditionally been interpreted in the United States to mean that chaplains normally do not carry weapons. This often puts them in precarious positions when they are in war zones. More than four hundred chaplains have been killed in the line of duty. Catholic chaplains are especially exposed to dangerous situations by their obligation to administer absolution and Anointing. They have received every kind of decoration for valor, and seven have been awarded the Medal of Honor. All four chaplains awarded the Medal since the Civil War have been Catholic. Among them, Lieutenant Vincent Capodanno, a Maryknoll priest and navy chaplain, served with the Marine Corps and was killed while aiding the second Platoon of M Company at the battle of Dong Son in Vietnam. He has been proposed for Heaven’s highest honor, canonization.

			The military chaplaincy is under threat by our own government as part of its social agenda. One year ago, the army’s Office of the Chief of Chaplains tried to forbid Catholic chaplains from reading a statement from the Military Ordinary, Archbishop Timothy Broglio, who oversees all priests in the Catholic Ordinariate for the Armed Forces. His statement objected to federally mandated health insurance covering sterilization, abortifacients, and contraception as violating the right to religious freedom. Now the government would compel chaplains to acquiesce in “same-sex” simulations of marriage. The army’s deputy chief of staff in charge of personnel has said that military members who dissent from this agenda are “bigoted” and “need to get out.” 

			As behavior contrary to Christian morality becomes a civil right, Catholics in particular could soon become, quite literally, outlaws. Our current president recently announced that he will disobey a provision in the National Defense Authorization Act, signed by his own hand, which states that chaplains cannot be forced “to perform any rite, ritual or ceremony that is contrary to the conscience, moral principles or religious beliefs of the chaplain.”

			I am always edified by the sacrificing spirit of good soldiers, and as a chaplain to West Point alumni here in New York, I am pleased when cadets serve at Mass. Governments that have tried to manipulate soldiers and doctors and teachers in perverse ways have always had a short shelf life. The nineteenth-century French political philosopher Frédéric Bastiat warned: “When misguided public opinion honors what is despicable and despises what is honorable, punishes virtue and rewards vice, encourages what is harmful and discourages what is useful, applauds falsehood and smothers truth under indifference or insult, a nation turns its back on progress and can be restored only by the terrible lessons of catastrophe.”34 

			Military chaplains do not bear arms, but they have recourse to another arsenal: “Therefore take unto you the armor of God, that you may be able to resist in the evil day, and to stand in all things perfect” (Eph. 6:11).

			January 27, 2013
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			Bad Taste, Virtue, and Eternity
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			As culture coarsens, bad taste tyrannizes good taste. We may be fas- cinated in a prurient way when celebrities embarrass themselves by hurling vulgar epithets at each other, but they do not have a monopoly on tawdriness. When anyone focuses on the self instead of God, even the great ceremonies of life turn into tawdry displays of lost dignity. 

			The Church regulates the Rite of Marriage to prevent bridal processions from resembling the entrance of Cleopatra into the sacred city of Thebes. In our parish, the services of professional wedding planners, those majordomos of social collapse, are not desired. And hard experience of funerals turned into extravagant canonizations has taught the wisdom of proclaiming the gospel of the Resurrection instead of eulogizing the pleasant aspects of the departed. 

			Recent state funerals of public figures showed the inherent decorum of civil ceremonies; however, some politicians and clergymen have an itch to ransack military form, turning sanctuaries into platforms for self-display, replete with awkward jokes and skittish theology. “It’s all about me.” One’s moment in the sun can cause sunstroke. At President Reagan’s sunset burial, his local minister did a bad imitation of Lady Thatcher. Another nadir of taste was reached by the clergyman at President Ford’s funeral, who went off on a tangent about a recent convention of his denomination, probably to the bewilderment of heads of state. Pericles ached that day.

			President Kennedy died before rubrical brakes were removed from the Liturgy, and not even Cardinal Cushing’s atonality diminished the solemn cadences of the ancient Requiem offered for the remission of sin.

			On January 8, 1919, Theodore Roosevelt was buried in Oyster Bay. He was Dutch Reformed but rather skittish about theological matters. Natural virtue was his occupation, and he had an eye for it in others. He called Cardinal Gibbons the greatest living American, and he showed his admiration for St. Thomas More and St. John Fisher by hanging their pictures in his study. At Roosevelt’s funeral, held in his wife’s local parish church, which held far fewer people than ours, there was no eulogy and no music, although a minister recited the hymn “How Firm a Foundation.” His estranged friend, President Taft, praised him by his silent attendance. All that might be said of bravery was testified to mutely by the battle flags on his coffin. In place of fulsome cant, the last prayer read was one written by Cardinal Newman. It had been the favorite of the president’s son Quentin, who had been killed in battle the previous summer in France: 

			O Lord, support us all the day long of this troublous life, until the shadows lengthen, and the evening comes, and the busy world is hushed, the fever of life is over, and our work is done. Then in Your mercy, grant us a safe lodging, a holy rest, and peace at the last.

			January 28, 2007
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			Prophetic Duties
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			Theological terms such as “ontology” and “eschatology” are useful shorthand expressions for “the meaning of existence” and “the end of time,” but they are mere jargon if they are not explained. St. John does not say that Jesus is the ontological essence: he says, “In Him was life” (John 1:4). St. Paul does not speak of realized eschatology: He says, “This present world is passing away” (1 Cor. 7:31).

			I am thinking right now especially of the word “encyclical” because our Holy Father has issued his first: Deus Caritas Est (God Is Love). An encyclical is a circular letter, the word coming from the Greek word for circle, kyklos. Over the centuries, these letters sent around the world from the Pope have come to mean specifically major teaching entrusted to the patriarchs, primates, archbishops, and bishops, for use in exercising their teaching, or “prophetic” duties, as they instruct the people. This function boils down on the local level to parish pulpits and even a pastor’s column in the parish bulletin and catechetical classes. 

			The encyclical is the template for authentic teaching, rather like Greenwich Mean Time or the Bureau of Weights and Measures. It is the weightiest form of apostolic letter — so called because the bishops are successors of the apostles. The earliest apostolic letters are the epistles of the New Testament. The difference is that all revelation ends with the death of the last apostle, and subsequent apostolic letters are commentary on that unchanging truth. In the nineteenth century, Pope Pius IX used the encyclical form to condemn the errors of materialism and spiritualism. He exposed the fallacies of communism before Marx wrote the Communist Manifesto. Leo XIII was especially prolific. Some encyclicals celebrate and amplify earlier ones, such as Quadragesimo Anno and Centesimus Annus, which were the tributes of Pius XI and John Paul II on the fortieth and one hundredth anniversaries of Leo XIII’s teaching in 1891 on social justice, Rerum Novarum.

			Some of the most famous are Pascendi Dominici Gregis (Pius X), Casti Connubi (Pius XI), Humani Generis (Pius XII), Pacem in Terris (John XXIII), and Veritatis Splendor (John Paul II). Usually the mint text is in Latin, as the official language of the Church, although in 1937 Pius XI smuggled to the German bishops Mit Brennender Sorge in the language of the people suffering under the Nazis. The most important encyclicals have been the most controversial. Paul VI’s Humanae Vitae caused an uproar, and seldom has an encyclical been so devastatingly on the mark in its warning and predictions. An encyclical always requires deference in conscience and has the full authority of the Pope’s infallible charism when he designates it as irreformable evidence of natural law, Scripture, and Tradition. Pope Benedict XVI’s encyclical is a highly generous gift of his intellect and eloquence and, most of all, his humble service to the Word of God.

			January 29, 2012
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			Rendering to Caesar
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			Our many fellow Catholics now enchained for the Faith of our Fathers in such places as China, Syria, and Egypt are, as Father Faber’s hymn says, “in heart and conscience free.” But what happens when a government tries to chain the conscience itself?

			A few weeks ago, in a remarkably unanimous decision, the U.S. Supreme Court rejected the attempt of the present administration in Hosanna-Tabor Evangelical Lutheran Church and School v. EEOC to restrict religious freedom. Chief Justice Roberts wrote that the administration’s argument that the First Amendment does not guarantee the right of religious organization to choose its leaders, was an “extreme” infringement of the free-exercise clause.

			Undeterred, and menacingly on the cusp of the anniversary of Roe v. Wade, the Department of Health and Human Services has issued an “interim final rule” that requires all private health plans, including those of Catholic hospitals and schools, to include coverage of prescription contraceptives, female sterilization procedures, and abortion counseling.

			For a while, various Catholic leaders had hoped that they might reach an understanding with the administration, and some even felt more at peace with the president’s assurances. But “peace for our time” only lasts until Poland is invaded. Cardinal Mahony, whom no one would fault for intransigence, now says, “I cannot imagine a more direct and frontal attack on the freedom of conscience than this ruling today. This decision must be fought against with all the energies the Catholic Community can muster.”35 Our own archbishop said, “In effect, the president is saying we have a year to figure out how to violate our consciences.”36

			At the time of the last presidential election, some may have thought that I overstated things in finding parallels with the dystopian world described in Robert Hugh Benson’s Lord of the World, in which Julian Felsenburgh makes eugenics “a sacred duty.” Since Our Lord did not humiliate the frightened apostles by saying, “I told you so” when He rose from the dead, I shall not say, “I told you so” to any who underestimated the plottings of social engineers whose audacity is only an audacity of despair.

			Blessed John Henry Newman, in Discussions and Arguments on Various Subjects, cited the prediction of an eighteenth-century Protestant bishop and scientist, Samuel Horsley: 

			The Church of God on earth will be greatly reduced, as we may well imagine, in its apparent numbers, in the times of Antichrist, by the open desertion of the powers of the world. This desertion will begin in a professed indifference to any particular form of Christianity, under the pretence of universal toleration; which toleration will proceed from no true spirit of charity and forbearance, but from a design to undermine Christianity, by multiplying and encouraging sectaries. . . . For governments will pretend an indifference to all, and will give a protection in preference to none.

			January 29, 2012

			
				
					35	“Federal Government Mandate for Contraception/Sterilization Coverage,” Cardinal Roger Mahony Blogs L.A. (blog), January 20, 2012, http://cardinalrogermahonyblogsla.blogspot.com/.

				

				
					36	“U.S. Bishops Vow to Fight HHS Mandate,” website of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), January 20, 2012, http://www.usccb.org/.
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			Indignant Demagogues, Then and Now
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			In the margin of a public speaker’s manuscript was the notation, “Weak point. Shout.” Such is the rhetoric of those who place emotion over logic and make policy through gangs rather than parliaments. In Athens 2,400 years ago, Aristophanes described the demagogue as having “a screeching, horrible voice, a perverse, cross-grained nature and the language of the marketplace.”37 That marketplace today includes the biased media and the universities that have become daycare centers.

			The recent action of our government’s executive branch to protect our borders and enforce national security is based on constitutional obligations (art. 1, sect. 10 and art. 4, sect. 4). It is a practical protection of the tranquility of order explained by St. Augustine when he saw the tranquillitas ordinis of Roman civilization threatened. St. Thomas Aquinas sanctioned border control.38 No mobs shouted in the marketplace two years ago when the Terrorist Travel Prevention Act restricted visa waivers for Iran, Iraq, Syria, Sudan, Somalia, Libya, and Yemen. The present ban continues that, and only for a stipulated ninety days, save for Syria. There is no “Muslim ban,” as should be obvious from the fact that the restrictions do not apply to other countries with Muslim majorities, such as Egypt, Indonesia, Pakistan, Malaysia, Bangladesh, and Turkey.

			These are facts ignored by demagogues who speak of tears running down the face of the Statue of Liberty. At issue is not immigration, but illegal immigration. It is certainly manipulative of reason to justify uncontrolled immigration by citing previous generations of immigrants to our shores, all of whom went through the legal process, mostly in the halls of Ellis Island. And it is close to blasphemy to invoke the Holy Family as antinomian refugees, for they went to Bethlehem in obedience to a civil decree requiring tax registration, and they violated no statutes when they sought protection in Egypt. Then there was St. Paul, who worked within the legal system, and invoked his Roman citizenship through privileges granted to his native Tarsus in 66 B.C. (Acts 16:35–38; 22:25–29; 25:11–12). He followed ordered procedure, probably with the status of civis Romanus non optimo jure — a legal citizen, but not allowed to act as a magistrate.

			It is obvious that the indignant demonstrators against the new executive orders are funded in no little part by wealthy interests who would provoke agitation. These same people have not shown any concern about the neglected Christians seeking refuge from persecution in the Middle East. In 2016 there was a 675 percent increase in the number of Syrian refugees over the previous year, but although 10 percent of the Syrian population is Christian, only one-half of 1 percent of the Syrian Christians were granted asylum. It is thankworthy that our changed government now wants to redress that. The logic of that policy must not be shouted down by those who screech rather than reason.

			February 5, 2017

			
				
					37	Aristophanes, The Knights.

				

				
					38	St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I-II, Q. 105, art. 3.
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			Training Camp
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			Sports news often sounds more like business reports, preoccupied with the salaries of athletes being traded. Personally, I’d rather watch paint dry on a wall than listen to some of the sports commentators who now fill TV air time, but in this I may be unrepresentative. Ears perked up recently when Grant Desme, a top draft prospect for the Oakland A’s, announced he was going to study for the priesthood. The only player in the entire minors with thirty home runs and thirty stolen bases in the past season, Desme was ranked by Baseball America as Oakland’s No. 8 prospect.

			Sports officials expressed both respect and surprise. It recalled the publicity given a Major League Soccer defender, Chase Hilgenbrinck of Illinois, when he entered the seminary. He is now studying at Mount St. Mary’s Seminary in Maryland for the Diocese of Peoria. Desme will enter the seminary of the Norbertine Fathers, whose rapidly growing abbey is in California. There was less stir in 1912, when Al Travers left the Detroit Tigers to become a priest, but salaries back then were not what they are now.

			An aphorism says that a priest’s pay is not much, but the benefits are out of this world. It is more to the point to say that Christians, clergy and lay, become the most professional athletes by their profession of Faith. The Greek word asketes, referring to one who exercises, is also the root for asceticism, which means getting the soul in shape.

			Our Lord and His apostles must have been in very good physical shape for the lives they led. St. Paul spent twenty years traveling, well over twenty thousand miles by some estimates; his first missionary journey alone was 1,400 miles. He sailed, but usually walked and suffered many physical tests. One plausible recollection has him short and bowlegged, but wiry. He disciplined a “weakness in the flesh” and it strengthened his humility (2 Cor. 12:7–10). The physically infirm can be better athletes for Christ than the physically strong, and wheelchairs can reach Heaven faster than running shoes.

			The Latin collect for the feast of St. Paul prays that we may “walk according to his example” and the word gradiamur gives a sense of trudging along through adversity. I doubt that St. Paul would have watched much TV, but he enjoyed the greatest contest of all: “Do you not know that the runners in the stadium all run in the race, but only one wins the prize? Run so as to win. Every athlete exercises discipline in every way. They do it to win a perishable crown, but we an imperishable one. Thus I do not run aimlessly; I do not fight as if I were shadowboxing. No, I drive my body and train it, for fear that, after having preached to others, I myself should be disqualified” (1 Cor. 9:24–27). 

			January 31, 2010
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			Hearing in the Silence
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			Our recent snowstorm missed setting a record by just one-tenth of an inch, almost matching the blizzard of 2006. Even so, it surpassed the storms of 1888, 1947, 1996, and 2010. Going through my files, I found my message in the weekly bulletin of my former parish mentioning the “Presidents’ Day” snowfall of 2003, and I wrote then the same things I can observe now: how edifying it was to see how many of the faithful trudged through the snow to attend Mass, and how quiet the city suddenly became.

			Such silence does not last long in the city, but it is a reminder of how precious the gift of quietness is. “Be still and know that I am God” (Ps. 46:10). God works His ways through the busyness of daily life, but He often gets His message across, as He did to Elijah, not in the wind or earthquake or fire, but in a “still, small voice” (1 Kings 19:12). Most especially, He communicates by coming as Christ Himself, the Living Word who became a man and dwelt among us. “In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets; but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world” (Heb. 1:1–2).

			Increasingly in our time, loud music in public places masks the inability to engage in genuine conversation. The poet W. H. Auden visited me once and told me to turn off the record player: “Do you want to hear me or that?” He put me off background music forever, and I am glad that I listened to him.

			Before the blizzard struck, I received in the mail my latest book just published by Ignatius Press, entitled He Spoke to Us. The production of a book takes long enough for an author to read with detachment what he wrote. The title is from the appearance of the Risen Christ on the Emmaus road. When He vanished, the two men said, “Were not our hearts burning within us when he spoke to us on the road, and when he made the Scriptures plain to us?” (Luke 24:32).

			The point of this collection of essays is that God speaks through circumstances and people, and He gets His message across “in many and various ways” if only we quiet down and pay attention. So I noted at the beginning of the book: “Wherever that Emmaus road was in fact, it stretches for all of us from the start of our lives to its setting. . . . If the human race is too dull to recognize Christ on those occasions when he appears in the events of each day and in curiosities we stumble upon, he patiently explains to us who are ‘slow of heart’ what is going on.” 

			January 31, 2016
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			The Unbroken Chain
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			St. Paul’s letters to the young bishops Timothy and Titus, who shep- herded the church in Ephesus and Crete, are full of practical advice addressed to each of them as his dear “child,” which is analogous to the term the Risen Christ used when He called to His apostles as they were fishing in Galilee. 

			It is the first duty of a bishop to announce that Jesus is risen and has conquered death. The bishop embodies Christ among the faithful, living out in his person the witness to the Resurrection, which has been passed on to him by the laying on of hands — an unbroken chain of touch from the original apostles and from Christ. You can look up the name of any bishop in the church records and trace his apostolic “genealogy.” By custom the pectoral cross of a bishop does not have the figure of Christ on it, because the bishop himself represents Christ who is the Chief Bishop of Souls. 

			In our parish we have had frequent opportunity to use the liturgical greeting of a bishop at the entrance doors with the hymn “Christus Vincit” (Christ Conquers). As the bishop kisses a crucifix, which is presented to him, and blesses the faithful with holy water, the hymn bids health and long life to the Pope as Universal Shepherd, and to the bishop as shepherd of the local church in communion with the Sovereign Pontiff. We shall do this again on Thursday, February 5, when Cardinal Egan celebrates the annual Red Mass for judges and lawyers. 

			A bishop and the priests ordained by him, have tria munera — three responsibilities: to teach, to sanctify, and to govern in the name of Christ, who is Prophet, Priest, and King. They go together, as one cannot teach properly without leading those taught to holiness, and one cannot form the people in holiness unless they are properly guided, disciplined, and protected. Isolated from each other, teaching becomes pedantic, sanctification becomes pietistic, and governing becomes peremptory. 

			St. Paul tells Timothy (1 Tim. 3:5) that a bishop cannot govern the church unless he gets his own household in order. In doing that, the new archbishop of Boston has addressed the question of Catholic politicians who promote abortion and other evils. He says we need adult catechesis because the problem “is not only politicians but those (Catholics) who vote for them.” He chides those who receive communion unworthily: “These politicians should know that if they’re not voting correctly on these life issues that they shouldn’t dare come to Communion. . . . Catholics feel that everyone is entitled to go to Communion all the time. . . . We’ve lost the notion of the sacredness of Communion and the kind of disposition we need to have.” Catholics must “be willing to live their faith heroically; the testimony of holiness is the only thing that’s going to be able to convince people.”39 

			February 1, 2004

			
				
					39	“Boston Archbishop Says Pro-Abortion Politicians ‘Shouldn’t Dare Come to Communion,’ ” LifeSiteNews.com, January 23, 2004, https://www.lifesitenews.com/.
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			The Good of the People
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			Two Roman maxims guide the body politic. The first is that the good of the people trumps any other consideration: Salus populi suprema lex. On the day after this year’s March for Life in Washington, a great champion of salus populi died. Msgr. William Smith, professor of moral theology at New York’s St. Joseph’s Seminary, exposed the rhetorical sleights of hand and political demagoguery that couch abortion as “one of many issues,” like the nineteenth-century accommodationism that let commercial interests and states’ rights preempt the abolition of slavery. 

			At the march, while Monsignor was on his deathbed, his voice was echoed by an African-American minister of a Protestant church in Maryland, Pastor Luke Robinson: “Every day, Mr. President, people with your ethnic background and my ethnic background die in astounding numbers. Abortion is the number one killer of African Americans in this country. . . . We make up about 12 percent of the population, and about 34 percent of all abortions are of black babies. In the last 36 years, over 17 million African Americans have died by abortion alone.”40

			If you were not aware of that speech, it was because the media suppressed it. Not one of our city’s major newspapers mentioned the march. The Associated Press said that “scores” marched. That is an underestimation of least two hundred thousand, indicating that the mainstream media have done to mathematics what they have done to professional journalism.

			The response of our new president was to reverse the “Mexico City Policy,” so that now your tax money will be spent to fund abortions abroad, making our nation the world’s leading enabler of the Culture of Death. Vatican spokesmen immediately denounced “the arrogance of those who, being in power, believe they can decide life and death” and said this action “deals a harsh blow not only to us Catholics but to all people across the world who fight against the slaughter of innocents.”

			The second axiom, Summum jus, summa injuria, means that the most rigorous laws can do the most harm. “Pro-choice” laws are like that. No amount of pious euphemisms can modify the offense of eugenics against human dignity. Herod was the first person in history to say that he wanted to worship Jesus. The Holy Child did not really escape Herod’s massacre of the innocents, for “as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you have done it to me” (Matt. 25:40).

			The coming persecution of the Church is hinted at in the retaliatory taxation proposed by the San Francisco assessor’s office and attempts by the Albany legislature to suspend the statute of limitations in Church litigation. Threats to Catholic hospitals and free speech will soon follow. The mentality that thought this was impossible in our nation has made it possible. There is a difference between St. Paul’s “fools for Christ’s sake” (1 Cor. 4:10) and Lenin’s “useful idiots.” But these times can also bring out the best: Becket, Fisher, and von Galen now intercede for us. Wolsey, Talleyrand, and Hudal do not.

			February 1, 2009

			
				
					40	“At March, Black Pastor Warns Obama Not to Preside over ‘Genocide’ of American Blacks,” LifeSiteNews.com, January 23, 2009, https://www.lifesitenews.com/.
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			Personal Messages from God
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			When William F. Buckley Jr. was asked why he slouched so much, he said it was because he was bent under the weight of all the wisdom he carried. One gets the impression that the author of Ecclesiastes, one of the twenty-four “Writings” of the Old Testament, must have been very bent over under such wisdom, but he does not seem to have been the sort to make amusing, self-deprecating comments. He is deeply serious, and his counsels are thoroughly sobering, even when he advises us to “eat, drink, and be merry” (8:15), because that seems the only way to make the best of a bad day. Ecclesiastes is the Latin version of the Greek translation of the Hebrew Koheleth, which means “Gatherer,” for the author gathers wisdom from his own experience. Yet this wise man does not seem to have taken pleasure in writing so many wise things, for he sighs: “Of making many books there is no end, and much study wearies the body” (12:12).

			I can sympathize with that, but there are some books that are relatively painless for an author, if not for all his readers. This month I have a new book that was not wearisome to write, first because it is not long, and second because it is a meditation on the parables of Our Lord. While my words may be faulty, his words “shall never pass away,” and I felt safe in hiding behind them. It was the publisher’s suggestion to name it Hints of Heaven because the parables are precisely that: ways the Master gives His followers clues, by various images, to the mysteries of Heaven. Even an inspired writer like Ecclesiastes did not come from Heaven, so while his wisdom is divinely inspired, it is not divine. Thus, for instance, in one of His parables, Our Lord quotes Ecclesiastes about “eating and drinking and being merry” (Luke 12:16–21), but with an entirely different meaning.

			The first parables are from the period between the second and third Passovers of His ministry, following the Sermon on the Mount, and are about spreading the Good News of eternal life. In the third year of His ministry, He tells parables about God’s mercy. Approaching the Passion, His parables are about the Second Coming, the Day of Judgment, the penalties for arrogance, and the rewards for humility. 

			The late Orthodox theologian Alexander Schmemann, who instructed me briefly, said, “Books and words, created quite recently, yesterday and the day before, have become outdated, have fallen into nonexistence. They no longer say anything to us; they are dead. But these ingenuous stories, so simple in appearance, live on, full of life. We listen to them, and it is as if something happens with us, as if someone has glanced into the very depth of our life and said something which relates only to us, to me.”

			February 1, 2015 
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			Why Am I?
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			From time to time, programs on public television feature medical doctors suggesting ways to reduce the chances of various diseases. Sometimes the experts contradict one another, but at least they invoke some scientific evidence in their support. Very different are the endless lines of “motivational” speakers who utter all sorts of vaguely Gnostic froth and then are replaced by others with equally vacuous information about unleashing the “inner child” and so forth. The irony, of course, is that the television producers dangle this pseudometaphysical nonsense before the viewer while not daring to feature any sort of classical religious direction. That may be understandable, given their secular obligations, but the inconsistency lies in presenting psychobabble as something serious.

			In contrast to the purveyors of Spirituality Lite are the solid spiritual directors who have been real saints themselves or helped to form saints. In different ages and various ways, they seem to have agreed that the human consciousness develops in three stages. First, the child gradually asks, “What am I?” and learns through experience. This physical stage then moves along to a psychological query: “Who am I?” This is the mental climate of adolescence, with all its vitality and frustrations. Man, however, is fated to perpetual adolescence unless he enters the third stage of maturity that asks “Why am I?” This marks the progress from biology and psychology to theology. The psalmist (8:5) asks, “What is man that thou art mindful of him?” Socrates said that the unexamined life is not worth living, and in so saying he was speaking of the third stage of maturity in terms of philosophical reflection. The psalmist penetrates this even more deeply by asking why God “visits” us.

			That “visitation,” or involvement of the Creator with His creatures, moved from inspired intuition to historical fact when “the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us.” In declaring, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life,” Jesus answered “What am I?” by being the Way; “Who am I?” by being the Truth; and “Why am I?” by being the Life. While our limited intelligence asks in various ways, “Am I?” the question is answered in the very fact that we are loved by the I Am.

			By referring all that we are to Christ, and by letting His Holy Spirit guide our intellect to truth and unite our will to His — which is the essence of spiritual “crucifixion” of all that is beneath our dignity — then we learn the What and Who and Why of our being. There is no need to search for an “inner child” if we simply become childlike in humility and awe. 

			“I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ lives in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20). 

			February 2, 2014
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			The $600 Beacon of Truth
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			Most of us are sadly familiar with horror stories about the decline of school standards in our nation. In one study, the majority of high school students included California among the original thirteen colonies. Education in basic doctrines of the Faith has not been much better. For various reasons, not least of which were wrong theories of how to teach the catechism in recent decades, a whole generation has grown up in need of the basics. The good news is that the Church has access to unprecedented means of communication. Our own parish takes instruction seriously, and the numbers of young and old who are seeking it are increasing. Television, too, can be the vehicle for truth as well as trash.

			On the feast of the Assumption in 1981, a small community of Poor Clare nuns in Alabama launched a Catholic satellite television network with seed money of six hundred dollars. Now the Eternal Word Television Network is seen throughout North and South America, Europe, Africa, and Asia. Save for the staff of professional technicians, the clerical and lay hosts of the various programs volunteer their services for what has become the largest religious television network in the world. 

			All this has been funded by viewers themselves, while multimillion-dollar bureaucratic attempts to develop programming have fizzled. The content does not water down or trivialize the teaching of Christ, and the fullness of Catholic doctrine is broadcast daily, with the Holy Mass, Papal addresses, daily news updates, the Rosary, and other devotions. Although Manhattan is one of the areas that have not had cable access to this network, that barrier may soon be broken. 

			It has been my privilege to broadcast programs regularly on EWTN for fourteen years, and it is gratifying to meet people all over the world who have become a kind of extended parish. Every so often, I tape a series of a dozen or so programs on various themes. Because of parish life, it is not easy to get to the studios down south. This week, the technical crew will be in the parish for some filming on Monday and Tuesday. You may see cameramen taking pictures in the church briefly, but most of the work will be done in the Lower Hall. Spreading the Gospel this way will also make our parish known to people from many nations, some of whom may have a chance to visit us when in Manhattan on holiday or business. 

			February 3, 2002

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			In the Heart of the City
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			The rare honor of a papal visit to our nation, and specifically to our city, comes most happily in the time of Easter. Pope Benedict XVI is the 264th successor of St. Peter, whose preaching converted three thousand in Jerusalem on Pentecost. Our present Holy Father will preach the same Gospel as Peter in various ways, in different places, rejoicing in the modern means of communication that will carry his message to many millions beyond those who physically will be in his presence. The Pope will be among us in New York on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, April 18 through 20, having traveled here from Washington, D.C.

			In preparation, the people of the archdiocese have been praying that many who hear the Pope will be converted to belief in the Risen Christ, that those who have grown lukewarm will be quickened in their faith, that the lapsed will return to the sacraments, that other Christians will be reunited to the One Fold of the One Shepherd, and that all believers will grow in zeal for the increase of the Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman Church. 

			To this end, it is urged that special visits be made to the Blessed Sacrament, and that confessions and Communions be offered for the Pope’s intentions. On this Third Sunday of Easter, we are bid to pray especially that as we celebrate the bicentennial year of the archdiocese, we may, like the Emmaus disciples, recognize Jesus in the breaking of the bread, and carry out our mission to make Him known to others. On April 13, the Fourth Sunday of Easter, the special intention is that as we prepare for the Pope’s arrival, we may have pride in our ancestors, and gratitude to God, for all that has been accomplished in our archdiocese in just two hundred years.

			These bicentennial celebrations remind us also that our own parish next year will mark the fifieth anniversary of the completion of our church building. The parish Restoration Fund has been able to make many repairs to the roof and the fabric of the church, and we are now working on important interior repairs. 

			In all these works, we have to keep our priorities focused on our mission to proclaim the gospel, especially in the heart of this great city. In the first year of Christian history, St. Peter, walking through the streets of Jerusalem, said to a lame man who expected alms: “Silver and gold have I none, but that which I do have give I to you: In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk” (Acts 3:6). Pope Benedict, in that Petrine succession, will be walking among us soon declaring the same Christ. With the help of our prayers and fidelity, as in Jerusalem of old, many will be “filled with wonder and amazement.”

			February 3, 2008
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			Teetering on the Brink
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			Parishioners who are living in London at the moment remark that in their neighborhood, their family of four is the smallest among their friends. This is certainly a change. Our parish’s “baby boom” is not unique, either. Larger families are increasingly seen among the so-called affluent sophisticates who, just a generation ago, disdained family life altogether. 

			Whether this bellwether of social responsibility is too late to stanch the decay of Western civilization remains to be seen. The United States is unusual among Western nations in maintaining population replacement levels. Without a more radical demographic increase, Western Europe will have a Muslim majority within three generations at most. Soon the largest house of worship in Britain will be a mosque: the construction is about to begin, and the money is guaranteed. It will be in central London. 

			While ideological dilettantes are thrashing themselves over the ambiguous conundrums of global warming, their civilization is teetering on the brink, and it could be replaced by the world’s fastest growing religion, which is used to hot weather. This was evident when shocked Belgian animal-rights activists were recently confronted by Muslims sacrificing thousands of sheep in the streets of Brussels in a religious ritual far different from our nonsanguineous Ash Wednesday. People in Western society who have been critical of Judeo-Christian morality on issues of gender and sexuality must now confront a system that could disenfranchise or even behead them. 

			Pope Benedict XVI used his Angelus address on the feast of St. Thomas Aquinas to reiterate his Regensburg appeal for the harmony of faith and reason. Telling how Aquinas developed the richness of Jewish and Arab thought, he said, “Faith supports reason and perfection; and reason, illumined by faith, finds strength to raise itself to the knowledge of God.”41 This knowledge attains its fullness in the Logos, the Living Word, which is Jesus Christ, the Son of God made man. 

			It is only right that a religion that believes itself to be true — to use a word from rational discourse — should seek to convert others. But where reason does not figure in the theological system, conversion allows no conversation. While conscientious Muslims abjure terror, the “struggle for Allah,” known as jihad, is enjoined on all believers, if only by the subtle but also more effective method of population growth. 

			Since 1968, many have mocked the Catholic Church’s warnings, in the encyclical Humanae Vitae, about the consequences of contraception and abortion. They now have to deal with the fact that in Germany the most popular name for newborn boys is not Carl or Hans or Dietrich, but Mohammed. With respect to the author of Humanae Vitae, it may not be too late for reasonable people in a self-indulgent society to admit that Pope Paul VI was — if they do not want to say infallible — accurate. 

			February 4, 2007

			
				
					41	“Pope Reemphasizes Relationship between Faith and Reason, Cites Example of St. Thomas Aquinas,” Catholic News Agency, January 28, 2007, http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/.
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			The Signs of Satan

			[image: ]

			God so loved the world that He spared us the indignity of making us feel good about ourselves. “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil” (1 John 3:8). If utopians indulge the dangerous sentimentality that thinks Satan is a mythic cipher to explain the problem of evil, Jesus does not. He knows the origin and character of Satan: “He was a murderer from the beginning. When he lies he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44).

			Satan hides behind the plural: he pretends to be more than he is, intimidating others by celebrity and popular support. “What do you have to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?” But in the presence of the Truth, even Satan cannot lie. He drops the plural and confesses what no mortal yet knew: “I know who you are — the Holy One of God!” (Mark 1:24). Our Creator knows more about the problem of evil than we do. Logically, if God did not exist, evil would not be a problem. It would be just an energy equivalent to good. In every age, those who have cooperated with Satan have solved the problem of evil to their satisfaction by saying that it is good. Many of these figures have had a seductive power over people that cannot be explained by simple human charm and persuasiveness.

			Satan hates not being God. He is only a creature. His hatred refracts into a hatred of the Church, which is the only power against him in this world. He does not waste his time on false religions, heretics, and braggarts. He hates the sacrament of reconciliation and tears down confessionals because he wants to separate man from God. “Although Satan may act in the world out of hatred for God and his kingdom in Christ Jesus, and although his action may cause grave injuries — of a spiritual nature and, indirectly, even of a physical nature — to each man and to society, the action is permitted by divine providence, which with strength and gentleness guides human and cosmic history” (CCC 395).

			Satan never looks like Satan. He drapes himself in celebrity and humor and humanitarianism, using celebrity to mislead, humor to mock, and humanitarianism to dehumanize. One special hatred of his always exposes him for what he is. Because Our Lord said that we must become like little children to inherit the Kingdom of Heaven, Satan hates babies. With great wisdom, the older Rite for the Baptism of a Child begins: “I exorcise you, unclean spirit, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Come forth, depart from this servant of God, for He commands you, accursed and damned spirit, He who walked upon the sea and extended His right hand to Peter as he was sinking.”

			February 5, 2012
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			The Nature of Joy

			[image: ]

			There is that guileless definition of saint by a little girl who was thinking of the stained-glass figures: “A saint is somebody the light shines through.” Saints do radiate the light of truth, which comes from God. The “Light from Light” was actually seen in the Transfiguration of Christ, much to the bewilderment of the apostles, whose impressions of heavenly bliss up to then had been only metaphorical. Divine light shines as joy. Christ astonished multitudes and angered others, He inspired many and perplexed many more, but He never made anyone sad. Even His Mother’s sorrows were descants on her canticles of joy.

			Saints suffer much, like a man with perfect pitch hearing noise, but they have a joy that “no one will take away” (John 16:22). The theologian Baron von Hügel (1852–1925) thought Blessed John Henry Newman a “sad and somber character.” The baron, who was born to Austrian and Scottish parents in Italy and lived most of his life in England, was a lugubrious man himself, and when he wrote ponderously in one language, he seemed to be thinking in another. It has been remarked that the only times Newman is said to have been depressed were the times he was visited by Baron von Hügel. Newman was not a man of levity, but joy is not always evident to the superficial eye. Chesterton said that the one thing Our Lord concealed was His mirth.

			Christ’s prescription for joy is written in His Beatitudes. Blessedness is happiness deeper than the sensory happiness known as hilaritas or the moral contentment called felicitas. Blessedness is contact with the Source of all joy. It is a mistake to analyze the Beatitudes as didactic instructions in moral behavior. Nietzsche made that mistake and concluded, “In Christianity neither morality nor religion comes into contact with reality at any point.” Theodore Dreiser, the radical social reformer, was greatly impatient with the “idealistic maxims of Christ” precisely because he read them as idealistic maxims. Both of these men seem to have been very sad people, but it was not Christ who saddened them. Neither could admit that blessedness is possible. Nietzsche said, “Egoism is the very essence of a noble soul.” But the whole point of the Sermon on the Mount is that the essence of a soul comes from outside the soul. The self that lives only for itself is saddened by itself.

			The moral life lived apart from the Lord of Life becomes burdensome and arbitrary. To understand the joy of the Sermon on the Mount, one has to look to the other mounts: Tabor, where the Light of Christ shone; and Calvary, where that Light shone in the darkness and “the darkness has not overcome it” (John 1:5).

			February 6, 2011
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			A Local Catholic Renaissance
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			Within a five-minute walk of our church, a growing number of Catholic institutions is witnessing to the gospel in various ways. Among them is the John Paul II Residence here on Thirty-Eighth Street, which houses staff of the Mission of the Holy See to the United Nations, whose headquarters is just one block away. The Daughters of St. Paul have opened their new bookstore also on Thirty-Eighth Street, between Fifth and Sixth Avenues, and also nearby are properties of Opus Dei, including the recently built Murray Hill Place on the corner of Lexington Avenue and Thirty-Fourth Street. Now we welcome The Catholic Health Center for Women at 15 East Fortieth Street, Suite 101. This “Gianna Center” is named for the recently canonized St. Gianna Beretta Molla, who was a pediatrician. It is staffed by physicians and medical personnel and offers services for women consonant with the moral norms of Christ and His Church. These include the treatment of infertility and the use of Natural Procreative Technology — which deals with hormonal, anatomical, infectious, and immunological disorders. Most of the Gianna Center’s services are covered by major medical insurances. More information is available by calling 212-481-1219.

			Our culture is gradually awakening to the consequences of separating medical technology from respect for the sanctity of all human life. The slumber has been a costly one, not only in dollars but also in the toll on life itself. Consider embryonic stem-cell research. In 2006, Cardinal Rigali, chairman of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops’ Committee on Pro-Life Activities, thanked the previous administration for refusing to fund the destruction of human embryos in stem-cell research. The presidential veto was much criticized at the time for allegedly stifling scientific progress. We have since seen, as the Church predicted, that through the morally appropriate use of induced pluripotent stem cells, adult stem-cell research has produced many positive treatments for everything from Alzheimer’s to spinal-cord injuries to type 1 diabetes. Meanwhile, embryonic stem-cell research has reached a dead end. The state of California, now near bankruptcy, has wasted three billion dollars on this research, through its Prop 71 and its Center for Regenerative Medicine. Nonetheless, last year the new administration reversed the ban on taxpayer funding of embryo research, even though Dr. Bernardine Healy, former director of the National Institutes of Health, has called it “obsolete.” This politicizing of science, says Investor’s Business Daily, stands in the way of real progress.42

			Our Lord promises us, as he promised St. Paul (2 Cor. 12:9), that his grace is sufficient to accomplish His purposes in our lives. Those who doubt that, learn by a via negativa the sad price paid for contradicting the Lord of Life. It is a particular grace that so many organizations in our neighborhood are doing much, through catechesis, spiritual direction, public witness, and medical science, to illustrate the prophetic wisdom of the Church.

			February 7, 2010
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			Separating State from Church

			[image: ]

			In a year of elections, one is reminded of the inconsistencies that beleaguer politics, and here I employ the term as a polite euphemism for hypocrisy. This is my complaint: the Catholic Church is routinely disenfranchised from addressing the moral direction of the nation on the grounds of a distorted idea of the separation of Church and state, while the ministers of non-Catholic sects publicly campaign for politicians and often run for public office themselves, allowing politicians to make campaign speeches in their “churches” and “tabernacles” and “worship centers.” 

			The public media have taken offense at the new archbishop of St. Louis for trying to order his own household. Archbishop Raymond Burke has declared, with the logic of intellect and grace, that public officials who act to expose the unborn to the violence of abortion may not receive Holy Communion. I knew the archbishop more than twenty years ago in Rome and laugh when this amiable and mild man is called a “fanatic.” 

			This has been recently addressed in an article by two distinguished Catholic laymen —  Robert P. George, who is the McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence at Princeton University, and Gerard V. Bradley, professor of law at the University of Notre Dame. They point out that the archbishop does not compel anyone to accept his authority by use of civil law. Catholic legislators may legally vote the way they want. The archbishop also has a legal right as a bishop to excommunicate anyone who promotes grave evil. 

			In terms of canon law, the first purpose of discipline is “medicinal” by warning legislators that their unjust acts are spiritually harmful to their own souls. The second purpose is to prevent scandal, by which is meant the way one’s bad example weakens the faith and moral resolution of others. As Holy Communion is the sacrament of unity, pro-abortion Catholics traffic in pretense in claiming to share in the Faith they publicly defy. 

			Laxity in these matters, like laxity in child abuse, genocide, slavery, and racial prejudice, is inconsistent with the pastoral office of a bishop. Archbishop Burke now is criticized by the same sort of social “progressives” who applauded the archbishop of New Orleans in the late 1950s, when he excommunicated segregationists. Professors George and Bradley write: “[Archbishop Burke] knows perfectly well that his actions might, in fact, redound to the political advantage of the legislators to whom his order is directed. His specific aim is not to win specific legislative battles over abortion (however much he would agree that these battles should be fought and won); his purpose, rather, is to defend the integrity of Catholic teaching on the sanctity of life and to confirm in the minds and hearts of the Catholic faithful their solemn moral obligation to oppose the killing of the innocent.”43

			February 8, 2004
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			On Earth as It Is in Heaven
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			It was in 1054 that the Church began to think in terms of Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox instead of Western and Eastern Christianity. The split was prefigured in the coronation of Charlemagne in 800 as an emperor distinct from the emperor in Constantinople. This tragic schism damaged what John Paul II called “the two lungs of the Church,” and the restoration of full communion between the churches is a priority of Benedict XVI. The enthronement of Kirill I as Patriarch of Moscow and all Russia on February 1 pleased the Pope, since this new leader of 160 million Russian Orthodox is a good friend of his.

			The election of the new Patriarch took place in the new Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, built on the site of the cathedral that Stalin ordered his minister Kaganovich to blow up in 1931. It is a meticulous recreation of the original from photographs, old blueprints, and living memory. It is a worthy house for the Divine Liturgy, which is the heart and soul of Eastern Christianity. Father Frederick Faber called the Latin rite of the Western Church “the most beautiful thing this side of Heaven,” and it certainly opens Heaven’s gates to souls, but Faber forgot the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom with its incomparable evocation of eternal mysteries. Such worship converted the Slavs, for when the Great Prince of Kiev sent messengers to find a religion suitable for the rising capital of ancient Rus, they were dazzled by what they saw in Constantinople’s church of Hagia Sophia, completed by Justinian in 537, with its 80 priests, 150 deacons, 60 subdeacons, 160 readers, 25 cantors, and 75 doorkeepers. The Ottoman Sultan eventually desecrated it, and the Turkish government turned it into a museum in 1935, but the Divine Liturgy remains.

			By renewing a solid sense of the liturgy in the West, our Holy Father is doing more than any number of ecumenical discussions to unite Christians, Eastern and Western, in the massive confrontation with practical atheism. We can learn much about our own liturgical tradition through the teachings of the present Pope. The Internet is now a resource that our forebears did not have. One excellent site is www.NewLiturgicalMovement.org.

			St. Paul reminded all Christians that in the Holy Eucharist, “you show the Lord’s death till he come” and urged an examination of conscience before receiving Communion, for to partake “unworthily” is to profane the Body and Blood of Christ (1 Cor. 11:23–30). Concern only for the external details of ritual becomes empty Pharisaism. But when worshippers come to church and offer a sacrifice of their own hearts, then they can say what those messengers of the Great Prince of Kiev reported to him when they had seen the Divine Liturgy, “We were unable to tell if we were on earth or in Heaven.”

			February 8, 2009
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			Christian Authority
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			Says who?” That challenge to authority is not confined to adolescents. It is a valid question, provided one wants a legitimate answer. The right use of authority is a staple of civilized order, and its abuse is the engine of the worst civil crimes. That is why our government has a system of checks and balances. 

			The source of Christ’s authority was the big question when He healed and forgave sins. He taught “as one with authority and not as the scribes” (Matt. 7:29). When accused of using Satan as the source of His authority over evil spirits, He replied that a house divided against itself cannot stand (Matt. 12:25). And when Pilate invoked his own civil authority, the Lord told Him that he would have no authority at all were it not “given from above” (John 19:11). Conflicted, Pilate on his grand judgment throne suddenly seemed shriveled by Christ’s innocence, and he surrendered his authority to the mob. Here was Shakespeare’s “Man, proud man, dressed in a little brief authority.”

			In Pilate’s civil order, his authority had been delegated in a pragmatic system for promoting “the tranquility of order” according to natural law. By contrast, Christ’s authority was intrinsic because it was divine. So it is with the Church He established when He gave the heavenly keys to Peter. There are three options in response: to deny His authority, to attack it, or to embrace it. 

			Entrusted with divine authority, the Church, when true to herself, respects the free will with which man is endowed, so when it comes to matters of faith, she “proposes and does not impose.” But faith itself is not enough. As St. Paul warned the Corinthians, one can speak with the “tongues of men or of angels” but can still sound like a “banging gong or clanging cymbal” (1 Cor. 13:1). To produce results, the human response to the divine summons must be activated by love. Saint Augustine said: “Faith is mighty, but without love it profits nothing.”

			Satan and his evil spirits that “prowl the world” have faith in Christ in the sense that they have no doubt that He is divine. “I know who you are,” said the demon within the man in the synagogue who “had an unclean spirit” (Mark 1:23–24). Satan’s endless agony is that his knowledge of God is divorced from love of God. We risk courting that misery if we consider God as a power without logic. Such a god was what Pope Benedict described in his classic Regensburg Address — a god who is absolute will, without any identity beyond sheer power. Such is the god of terrorists, creating rage in a culture that is unable to deal with logic.

			The Divine Word, who authored all things into existence, speaks with authority without being authoritarian: “You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, but it must not be so with you. Rather, whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant” (Mark 10:42–43).

			February 8, 2015
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			Catholics for All Seasons
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			Within the boundaries of our parish are the governor’s city office, numerous consulates, the Mission of the Holy See to the United Nations, and countless law firms. It seemed suitable, and even necessary, that our parish church have a shrine to St. Thomas More, long the patron saint of lawyers, whom Pope John Paul II in the Jubilee Year declared patron of politicians and statesmen. 

			For many painful years, serious social harm has been done by some Catholics in politics who compromised moral truth in order to get elected and enjoy the spoils of office. Their mantra on matters of moral evil has been that they are “personally opposed, but . . .” St. Thomas More, appointed Lord Chancellor of England by King Henry VIII in 1529, knew that such duplicity can damn a man’s soul and ruin nations. With elegance, kindness, brilliance, and cheerful wit he defended himself before a kangaroo court on the great Christian principles of the indissolubility of marriage, the primacy of the Pope, and the freedom of the Church in relations with the state. False friends deserted him, his family was reduced to poverty, and he was beheaded on July 6, 1535. 

			Once, when I read that a Catholic politician had removed a picture of the great martyr from his office during his election campaign, because it disturbed some of his staff, it struck me: while the loss of a head signaled the end of More’s political career, it signaled the beginning of the political career of this other man. He won election to a governorship, through the inattentive voting of Catholics. At the University of Notre Dame he delivered a speech defending his compromise on abortion, which was enthusiastically received by the press. History will compare it unfavorably with St. Thomas More’s speech before his accusers, so well portrayed in the play A Man for All Seasons. 

			On January 16 of this year, a Vatican document on the behavior of Catholic politicians said: “A well-formed Christian conscience does not permit one to vote for a political program or an individual law which contradicts the fundamental contents of faith and morals. The Christian faith is an integral unity, and thus it is incoherent to isolate some particular element to the detriment of the whole of Catholic doctrine.”44

			Last Thursday, His Eminence Edward Cardinal Egan solemnly blessed an image of Sr. Thomas More in our church. The saint died “the King’s good servant, but God’s first.” I hope that Catholic men and women in public life will have recourse to him and that all of our parishioners will light candles and ask the great martyr’s intercession for those who govern and administer justice — that they may never render to Caesar what belongs to God, and that through their virtue, inspired by grace, they may share everlasting life with the Man for All Seasons. 

			February 9, 2003
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			Ever Presence
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			Europe and its contiguous lands were in a chaotic condition in 1240: the Mongols were destroying Kiev, the Novgorod army virtually wiped out the Swedes along the Neva River, and the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II, was pillaging the Papal States using Islamic Saracens as his mercenaries. Pope Gregory IX’s attempt to rally a Crusade against the invaders failed, and his good friend Saint Clare was virtually bedridden as the Saracens besieged her convent at San Damiano. Her beloved Francis of Assisi had died fourteen years before. In this emergency, she left her invalid couch, went to the window, and exposed the Blessed Sacrament in a silver and ivory ciborium, and the alien troops fled.

			In northern Mexico, until just a few years ago, drug- and gang-related violence had made Ciudad Juarez one of the most dangerous cities in the world. Following the example of Saint Clare, missionaries turned to the Eucharistic Lord for help. A perpetual adoration chapel was opened in 2013 when the murder rate was forty people a day, with soldiers and policemen joining the gangs. Increasing numbers of devotees urged the soldiers to join them in Holy Hours. Few now dismiss as only coincidence the fact that within five years the annual murder rate dropped from 3,766 to 256.

			That rate is far lower than many cities in the United States now. With dismaying insouciance, statisticians in our nation over recent years have coldly taken for granted its moral decay. Besides graphic violence in the streets, there are more than 500,000 abortions each year. In many places, births out of wedlock are the norm, teenage suicide has doubled in little more than a decade, 40 percent of all children live in broken homes, school diplomas and college degrees have generally become meaningless, marriage has been redefined into surreality, and freedom of religion has been intimidated by false readings of constitutional rights.

			Recent political shifts in our nation offer a faint glimmer of genuine promise for a change in all this, as more people realize that in the past they had placed their confidence in gossamer hopes and tinsel messiahs. But the ballot box is no substitute for the Tabernacle. A well-known Pentecostal preacher surprisingly admitted that most miracles happen in the Catholic Church because “Catholic people revere the Eucharist.”45 If more Catholics themselves understood that, there would be more miracles. 

			Now, miracles do not contradict nature: they are God’s will at work at high speed. Christ promised to be with us “until the end of the world” (Matt. 28:20). Eucharistic adoration is simply the recognition of His presence. St. Clare prayed, “My Lord, if it is your wish, protect this city which is sustained by your love.” The Lord answered, “It will have to undergo trials, but it will be defended by my protection.”46

			February 12, 2017
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			The Lights of Life
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			The first creature was light itself: “Let there be light.” It is hard to describe light without referring to its opposite. “The people who dwelt in darkness have seen a great light” (Isa. 9:2).

			Light and life go together, and there are countless “last words” that have to do with light as life ends. As he was dying, the poet Goethe cried out, “Mehr Licht!” (More light!) — but in his case, it most likely had no spiritual meaning. He had also been a scientist, one who considered that his best book was The Theory of Colours, and he probably was just asking that the window shades be raised. 

			In retrospect, it is poignant, though not of any religious intent, that Theodore Roosevelt said as he went to sleep for the last time, “Put out the light.” But there was nothing prosaic about what O. Henry said with his last breath right here in old New York: “Turn up the lights — I don’t want to go home in the dark.” However oblique his spiritual intuition may have been, it seems laden with an ancient appeal to the One “in Whom is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5).

			None of Our Lord’s utterances was more startling than, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). As the Light itself, He declares that He is not a creature, but the Divinity who creates, and He does so together with “the Father of lights, with whom there is no change, nor shadow of alteration” (James 1:17), and with Their Spirit, who will “enlighten the hearts of the faithful” with the fire of love. That is the essence of the words in the Creed: “Light from Light.”

			The light of life that God gives us is to be kept burning brightly. We can make that light beautiful or garish. G. K. Chesterton was entranced by the billboard lights in Times Square advertising soaps and cigarettes and hair tonic, and remarked, “How beautiful this would be, for someone who could not read.”

			Our Lord wants His light to shine through His human creatures so that it might give “light to all in the house” (Matt. 5:15). In our case, that house includes our own neighborhood, with its astonishing challenges and potential, with skyscrapers being flung up all around us, and the promise of immense commerce. Like the Empire State Building, which is a nightly light show of colors that would have delighted Goethe, the saints are an even more wonderful light show themselves. They are the “generation that seeks him” (Ps. 24:6), and, to tolerate a pun, the generator that lights them up is not in Manhattan; rather it is in the City that “has no need of the sun, nor of the moon, to shine in it. For the glory of God has enlightened it, and the Lamb is the lamp thereof” (Rev. 21:23).

			February 9, 2014
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			The Dictatorship of Relativism
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			Dante’s thought was so greatly shaped by Aristotle that he called him “the Philosopher,” rather as it is customary to call St. Paul “the Apostle.” He placed Aristotle in a sort of suburb of Heaven, for Aristotle’s logical thought was a noble anticipation of Christ the Word, or Logos, as the litmus test for all logical thought. Aristotle applied his principle of noncontradiction in several ways, but the third way, most pertinent to daily conversation, means that two statements that are opposite cannot both be true. Like all great truths, this seems so obvious that it should hardly need to be pointed out. But people contradict the principle of noncontradiction all the time. It is easy to slip into this mistake out of fuzzy courtesy — which in the extreme is a form of sentimentality — as when someone says, “That may be true for you, but it is not true for me,” or, “All religions are the same.” 

			Pope Benedict XVI saw this as so great a danger to logical living that he spoke of it as a “dictatorship of relativism.” To propose that opposite assertions can be true is harshly to cancel out truth. In our grammar, two negatives make a positive, but to say that a negative and a positive make a positive would be to say that nothing is really positive. Then, to say that Christ is and is not the Living Word is to say that the Word is just a word. This “dictatorship” inevitably tries to crush any assertion that there is such a thing as logic at all.

			This is not a matter just for the philosophy class. It has harsh consequences for justice. The “show trials” of Stalin and Hitler were held in a Humpty Dumpty world where a word means anything the judge wants it to mean. This reduces sense to sentimentality, and there is a fine line between sentimentality and cruelty, because it twists logic and explains why demagogues speak of caring for society even as they destroy every vestige of it, condoning unnatural acts as natural, and even offering to help children by killing them, as “lawmakers” in Brussels have recently done. Milton said, “The mind is its own place and in itself can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.”

			Christ did not contradict Himself when He said that He fulfilled the Law, even while He was breaking some of the little laws. He was showing the logic of the law as expressive of the eternal Logos that orders all things. The Apostle, even wiser than the Prophet, spoke of a wisdom that “is not of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are doomed to perish. But we speak God’s wisdom, secret and hidden, which God decreed before the ages for our glory. None of the rulers of this age understood this; for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor. 2:6–8). 

			February 23, 2014
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			Prepare to “Run the Course”
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			It would be rash to run a marathon without training. And it would not be wise to plunge into Lent without getting ready for it. The old liturgical calendar had three weeks to get ready for Lent: Septuagesima, Sexagesima, and Quinquagesima, meaning “seventieth,” “sixtieth,” and “fiftieth.” These were not exact configurations: Quinquagesima Sunday marks the fiftieth day before Easter, if you include both of those Sundays, and Septuagesima and Sexagesima Sundays are really sixty-four and fifty-seven days before Easter. But the point is that these are signals to get ready for the gift of the Lenten season, which itself is a serene anticipation of Easter joy and therefore has a joy of its own. St. Benedict said back in the sixth century, “In these days, therefore, let us add something beyond the wonted measure of our service, such as private prayers and abstinence in food and drink. Let each one, over and above the measure prescribed for him, offer God something of his own free will in the joy of the Holy Spirit.”47

			I regret that the revised calendar dropped the “Gesimas.” On the other hand, those three weeks could have been confused with Lent itself, as they wore the penitential violet and left out the Gloria. But the Ordinary Form can learn from the Extraordinary Form how to start thinking about the season of penance. Most important is prayer. It helps rescue us from that spiritually idolatrous mentality that wants ashes without prayer and penance. That is rather like thinking that all you need to do in order to run the marathon is to put on your running clothes.

			Prayer indicates a desire to enter into God’s plan for the universe. Everything He made is cogent and has a purpose, which is why we expect the world to “work,” and complain when things do not work. By doing His will, we can enter into His Kingdom — and the Kingdom is the state in which all is the way God means life to be. Perfect prayer, then, is prayer that leads us to do perfectly what God wants. God answers every prayer, and prayer is the means by which we come to realize how He has answered it.

			Spiritual discipline, through acts of penance, also inoculates us against the sentimental attitude that measures reality according to our “feelings.” What we feel about anything has nothing to do with what is right or wrong, and “feeling good” about ourselves is no guarantee that we are doing God’s will. So prayer should be “constant in season and out of season” (2 Tim. 4:2), and not just when we feel like it. Our greatest dignity consists in the fact that God has made us able to think about Him, to serve Him, and to love Him. These approaching weeks of the Church year are his way of reminding us of that.

			February 15, 2009
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			The Open Door
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			The term ad limina refers to the tradition of diocesan bishops visiting the Pope every five years “at the threshold” of the Apostolic Palace to give an account of the state of their dioceses. This is not the same as going over a report card with your teacher, nor is it like an IRS audit. The Pope as Universal Shepherd guides and supports his fellow bishops in the care of the flocks committed to their charge. Because he is a successor of Peter, the Pope continues the commission given by Our Lord: “But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:32).

			At the start of Lent, every Christian approaches the “threshold” of Christ and begins to walk toward Him for forty days, “o’er moor and fen, o’er crag and torrent,”48 examining the conscience. There is a paradox here, for as the faithful knock on His door, they find He has already been knocking on theirs. It is like the parable of the prodigal son, who, once he turns and heads back to his father, sees his father approaching him.

			Speaking from Heaven, the Risen Lord says, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will come to him” (Rev. 3:20). That is, He asks entry into the soul, seeking to open the intellect to the truth and to guide free actions along the way of that truth. In a reciprocal act, the acceptance of truth, and obedience to it opens the soul to Him.

			When I moved into my rectory, I found well over two hundred keys, all without labels. That was hardly useful. Likewise, Christ gave Peter the keys to Heaven, but while Peter sublimely wielded those keys and proved worthy of the trust Christ placed in him, they are of little avail to us if we do not know what they are for.

			There are keys that open ordinary doors and unlock earthly knowledge. Only the Church can open the eternal doors, and the blatant fact is that if human minds and wills open themselves to God, we will find that the gates of Heaven were open all the while. “Lift up your heads, O ye gates; and be ye lifted up, ye everlasting doors; and the King of glory shall come in” (Ps. 24:7).

			February 15, 2015

			
				
					48	From Blessed John Henry Newman’s hymn “Lead, Kindly Light.”
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			Illness: the Mighty Paradox

			[image: ]

			The feast of Our Lady of Lourdes was celebrated this past Tuesday as an annual thanksgiving for the eighteen apparitions of the Blessed Mother to St. Bernadette Soubirous in France in 1858. The first physical cure considered miraculous was that of the paralytic Catherine Latapie-Chouat in the year of the apparitions, officially recognized in 1862. Nearly seventy miracles have been recognized as such since then, including the cure of Jean-Pierre Bely from multiple sclerosis in 1987, recognized in 1999 after the regular process of medical examinations. 

			There is no counting the number of unrecognized physical cures that have taken place in that remote and beautiful town in the south of France. Nor can there be even an approximate estimate of the number of infirm people who have received the grace of consolation that enables them to bear their illnesses as a share in the suffering of Christ. St. Bernadette is one of the remarkable figures in modern history, inexplicable without reference to supernatural grace, and canonized a saint not because she was privileged to receive the visitation of Our Lady, but because of the heroic virtue with which she lived out her short life on earth after those particular favors were granted to her. 

			February 11 is designated each year as the Day of the Sick. It is a time, in the winter doldrums, to focus on the needs of the physically and mentally afflicted. As symbolized by the many hospitals in Lourdes itself, the Catholic Church provides the largest system of health care in the world, with thousands of hospitals and medical centers and entire religious orders consecrated to the care of the sick, in addition to the laymen and laywomen who serve as surgeons, physicians, nurses, and aides. The Archdiocese of New York has an immense obligation in providing health services, and much of our annual parish stewardship goes to their support. Many of our parishioners are involved in this great work, and all of us are accountable for visiting and helping the sick as one of the Corporal Works of Mercy. 

			The sick do an even more important work in offering their burden of suffering for the intentions of the Church. The clergy and home visitors never cease to be inspired by the edifying way patients in our hospitals and those who are not able to leave their homes practice the Christian virtues. Their prayers certainly are sources of power in strengthening the parish. One of the most enigmatic Christian paradoxes is the way physical helplessness, when offered to the glory of God, becomes a major help in promoting the gospel. 

			Please let the clergy know of any parishioner unable to get to church for Confession and Communion. And do take time each day to pray for the ill whose names are listed in the parish bulletin.

			February 16, 2003 
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			A Time to Unearth Ourselves
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			For quite a while, the Richard III Society was easily passed off as one of those eccentricities like the Flat Earth Society. It sought to salvage the reputation of the Plantagenet king who was killed at the Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485. As a propagandist of Richard’s Tudor successors, Shakespeare gave us the undying image of the dying king, physically malformed and morally corrupt, lamenting in the play’s opening line, “Now is the winter of our discontent,” and in the last act crying out: “A horse, a horse! My kingdom for a horse!” Much objective good can be said of him, in fact, as he was an enlightened reformer of laws and a brave fighter. Through the efforts of his fan club — the “Richardians” — archeologists have exhumed in Leicester what are “beyond a reasonable doubt” the king’s bones. In addition to other evidence that corroborates his identity, such as his spinal deformity and wounds, his mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) has been traced from his sister, Anne of York, all the way to a young Canadian carpenter now living in London. 

			This is another instance of how physical science vindicates ancient truth. The king’s character certainly remains a disputed matter, but the oral tradition of his appearance and place of burial has now been confirmed. Forensic scientists will even be able to reconstruct the appearance of his face. The same was recently done with Robert the Bruce, and the result was, to say the least, a disappointment to those with romantic notions of the man. In a similar way, genetic science can now trace the development of human life and even film it in the womb. Those who until recently spoke of a “blob of tissue” have been defeated by the evidence of this irrefutable fact. The prophet Jeremiah is vindicated: “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you” (Jer. 1:5). 

			The prophet was specifically looking forward to the Messiah, whose divine nature can be revealed only by the higher science of the saints. Unlike Richardians, who are glad to have found the bones of their king, Christians know that their King has left no bones. That is why we have forty days of Lent, not to search for Him, but to search for ourselves. 

			“What is man, that thou art mindful of him? And the son of man, that thou visitest him?” (Ps. 8:4). The psalmist answers his own question: “Thou hast made him a little lower than the angels and crowned him with glory and honor” (Ps. 8:5). The Letter to the Hebrews quotes this and declares, not by any archeological discovery or forensic evidence, but by the eyewitness of the apostles themselves: “We see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels, crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone” (Heb. 2:9). 

			February 10, 2013
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			Failure to Pray Is Impractical

			[image: ]

			The earliest that Easter can be celebrated is March 22, and that last happened in 1818, when we were not, and it will not happen again until 2285, when we shall be gone. It was very late, April 20, two years ago. That was close to the latest possible date, which is April 25, and that last happened in 1943. 

			Whenever Easter falls, the forty days of preparation enable thinking individuals to take stock of the state of the world and the state of their own souls. Is the world shaping us, or are we shaping the world? The answer must always be both: we are creatures of our times, and yet we are meant to be timeless. Ash Wednesday recalls our worldliness, being from dust and returning to dust, but we also are heirs to the good cheer of Christ, who has overcome the world. Not to get that balance right is to lapse into the anxiety and fear that mark these present times. Observers of our looming national election say that our society is disappointed in its leaders and their policies, but this should not surprise anyone who was warned years ago about putting trust in demagogues and their false hope.

			As we are in the world, we are stewards of creation and fight daily in human struggles, but as we are promised eternal life, we also are engaged in a supernatural struggle against Satan himself. Human solutions to social problems are bound to fail if they do not acknowledge the reality of evil. King David was hounded by a madman, Shimei, who pelted him with stones. David was patient with him because, just as a broken clock is right twice a day, Shimei was shouting out some things that were at least partially true (2 Sam. 16:5ff.). But that was a strictly human confrontation, involving the natural virtues of prudence, justice, temperance, and fortitude. When Jesus was frequently challenged by Satan and his legion of evil spirits, the struggles were otherworldly, involving the theological virtues of faith, hope, and love. 

			Unlike Shimei, who only suffered some sort of mental illness, the raver in the land of Gerasenes was possessed by demons. The townspeople were not only amazed at the power of Jesus; they also were eager for Him to get out of town, because they had grown comfortable with the brooding presence of evil and were unsettled by the presence of someone who was good beyond what they thought was possible.

			In short, practical solutions for daily problems are impractical if they do not invite Christ into the soul, guiding the intellect and the will. In Lent, He says to us what He said to the healed demoniac: “Go home to your people and tell them all that the Lord in his mercy has done for you” (Mark 5:19).

			February 7, 2016
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			Why Do Bad Things Happen at All?
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			The question “Why do bad things happen to good people?” was chosen to become the title of a best-selling book. It has occupied more substantial writers through the ages. Theologians speak of “theodicy,” which is the task of explaining the existence of evil in a world made by a good God. People who do not believe in a good God should logically have no problem with the existence of evil, but most of them do, because (1) they are not logical and (2) they are living off a remnant assumption of the rights of goodness over evil. 

			Christ says that no one is good save His Father in Heaven. All goodness comes from His merciful love. That is why we are truly human to the degree that we give thanks, and the heart of existence is in the perfect thanksgiving of the Eucharist. This is lost on armchair philosophers who pout when they cannot measure the calculus of innocence and guilt. That great figure Job had three sympathizers who only made his pain worse by their superficiality. Evil is a mystery, but it is just a senseless puzzle for the spiritually adolescent.

			Bad things often happen because they are allowed, and even made, to happen. The evil of September 11 was the direct work of bad people. Perhaps it could have been prevented if in past years the world had taken the terrorists more seriously. 

			Each day in the United States, the number of babies killed before birth is larger than the number of people who suffered and died on September 11. It is made to happen by “material agents” of evil who commit the act directly. It is allowed to happen by “formal agents” who pass evil laws, defend the evil as though it were good, and suppress the truth. 

			On January 22, more than one hundred thousand pro-lifers marched in Washington and were ignored by the major media. Bad things happen to good people when goodness is suppressed. This past week, millions of tax dollars that could have been spent on the poor and on rebuilding our city’s economy, had to be spent instead on security because would-be rioters were menacing the World Economic Forum. The waste was the direct result of deluded people misusing the free will God gave them. 

			Lent begins with Jesus meeting Satan in order to protect us from ourselves. Mature minds should ask only one question, and only Christ Crucified has the answer: “Why do bad things happen to the one good Man?”

			February 10, 2002
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			To Train the Soul

			[image: ]

			One of Christ’s most radical declarations was that He had come into this world not to destroy the law and the prophets but to fulfill them (Matt. 5:17). He gives us the full intent of the law and does not treat the “letter of the law” as though that were the full portent of what law is about. Some of His fiercest adversaries were lawyers who were like painters but not real artists. For even with the best of intentions, painting by numbers and not by inspiration does not amount to true art.

			For more than twenty-seven years I have had the privilege of being spiritual director to Catholic lawyers in our archdiocese, and I have been edified by those who understand the majesty of law, not just as a profession, but as a noble vocation. I am sure that when they encounter those who trivialize the law, such as those “ambulance chasers” who, wearing loud suits and cowboy hats, advertise for clients on television, they must react to them as I do to the more vulgar evangelists who make fortunes duping crowds with panaceas instead of the gospel.

			Since about 1960, the number of lawyers in our nation has increased at five times the rate of growth in the population as a whole. There are various reasons for this, but it is certain that elements of our legal system have lost perspective. Without respect for God as the author of justice, justice itself suffers. G. K. Chesterton said, “When you break the big laws, you do not get freedom; you do not even get anarchy. You get the small laws.”

			There are those in our society who have come to think that all laws are little, and that the courts can change the big laws by human will. So we have activist courts even attempting to abolish the basic natural laws of life as ordained by God. Christ reminded Pontius Pilate that governors are responsible to Heaven. A characteristic of tyrants is that they subvert the law. During the terrible years of National Socialism, Cardinal Faulhaber of Munich risked his own life when he preached: “The State, as an institution built by God, can establish its laws, and its subjects are under the obligation to obey them, for the sake of their conscience. The State has the right to levy taxes and to demand sacrifices of property and life in the defense of the Fatherland. The State, however, has no right to make laws which are incompatible with Divine Law and the Natural Law.”

			St. Augustine said, “Love God and do whatever you please.” But that does not mean lawlessness. God “never commanded anyone to be godless. He has given no one permission to sin” (Sir. 15:20). Many who quote Augustine omit the rest of his sentence: “. . . for the soul trained in love to God will do nothing to offend the One who is Beloved.” 

			February 16, 2014
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			Do What You Are Doing
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			Those who learned Latin in school know the meaning of “age quod agis.” As a maxim, “Do what you are doing” means to pay attention to ordinary things and extraordinary things may result. When Jesus walked among men, most did not pay much attention to Him precisely because He seemed ordinary. “He sighed from the depth of his spirit” and said, “Why does this generation seek a sign? Amen I say to you, no sign will be given to this generation” (Mark 8:12). 

			The truth behind miracles is in the often-unnoticed details. For instance, the miraculous feedings of the five thousand and four thousand were not as important as the twelve and seven baskets of fragments left over, which represent the Apostles and the sacraments. “Do you not yet understand or comprehend? Are your hearts hardened? Do you have eyes and not see, ears and not hear?” (Mark 8:17–18).

			Lent is a time to increase the power of perception. Small acts of penance and good confessions in this season are meant to increase that power. Instead of attempting extraordinary things, it is better to do more intensely the ordinary practices of Christian life: prayer, almsgiving, study, and evangelism. Age quod agis.

			Jesus asked, “Have I been so long with you, Philip, and do you still not understand?” (John 14:9). Shortly before Cardinal Dulles died last December, he reflected on how “doing what you are doing” with love in the normal process of living can lead to the most remarkable discoveries of God’s power in human weakness. It is simply a matter of paying attention:

			Suffering and diminishment are not the greatest of evils but are normal ingredients in life, especially in old age. They are to be accepted as elements of a full human existence. Well into my ninetieth year I have been able to work productively. As I become increasingly paralyzed and unable to speak, I can identify with the many paralytics and mute persons in the Gospels, grateful for the loving and skillful care I receive and for the hope of everlasting life in Christ. If the Lord now calls me to a period of weakness, I know well that his power can be made perfect in infirmity. “Blessed be the name of the Lord.”49

			February 22, 2009

			
				
					49	Cardinal Avery Dulles, Farewell Address as McGinley Professor (delivered on April 1, 2008), Origins, April 17, 2008, posted at Catholic Culture, https://www.catholicculture.org/.
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			Genius and Proportion
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			St. Thomas Aquinas was, like all saints, practical about important things. He said that it is “better to illuminate than merely shine, to deliver to others contemplated truths than merely to contemplate.”50 In 1273, he went back to his native region of Naples and preached to the ordinary people in their local dialect. His subjects were the Creed, the Commandments, and the Our Father. Students, shopkeepers, housewives, and children wept at his loving account of the Passion. Then, on December 6, after an ecstasy at Mass, he said, “Such secrets have been revealed to me that all I have written now appears of little value.” It would be like Mozart, a prolific genius in another milieu, saying that, compared with eternity, all his music was just raw sound. Mozart took the score of his Requiem Mass to bed with him on the day he died. I once did a documentary film at the Cistercian Abbey of Fossanova, where Aquinas died, remembering how his last words were said to be lines from the Song of Songs.

			In the finest minds, hilarity and humility intertwine. All we know is worthwhile only because God has made it so. There was a real sense of that in the Thomist scholar Ralph McInerney, who died on January 29 after fifty-five years as a professor of philosophy and the Michael P. Grace Professor of Mediaeval Studies at the University of Notre Dame. He was a friend of our parish and attended Mass here when he came to New York, as he was a daily communicant wherever he went and a regular at confession. One of his academic laurels was an invitation to deliver the Gifford Lectures in Scotland. This is to philosophers what the Heisman trophy is to football players, although Professor McInerney, with his Aristotelian sense of right proportion, would have put it the other way around. He did much of his writing after he had put his six children to bed. He helped start the magazine Crisis, contributed to many journals, and wrote more than one hundred books. In addition to more than two dozen scholarly books, he wrote eighty novels, many of them detective stories, and some of them became the internationally popular television series, the Father Dowling Mysteries.

			As the great minds have taught as they learned, the start of Lent sets us on the road to Easter. There is a faint hint of Alleluia even as the ashes are being given. Aquinas said, “Poets and philosophers are alike in being big with wonder.”51 It is a good phrase, “big with wonder,” and the forty days of prayer and penance should increase the joyful anticipation of “what God has prepared for those who love Him” (1 Cor. 2:9).

			February 14, 2010

			
				
					50	Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II, Q. 188, art. 6.

				

				
					51	See Thomas Aquinas, Commentary in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, bk. 1, lesson 3, par. 55.
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			Dreams — the Noble and the Demonic

			[image: ]

			In the vault of modern political oratory is a speech of one senator in the 1960s quoting George Bernard Shaw: “You see things; and you say, ‘Why?’ But I dream things that never were; and I say, ‘Why not?’ ” 

			There are noble dreams, such as those of our nation’s Founding Fathers, right up to the last century’s civil rights movement. Jacob saw a ladder to Heaven in a dream. But dreams can also be the sugarcoated nihilism of John Lennon’s song “Imagine,” which is still dear to the hearts of the mindless.

			The Risen Christ ate food to show the Apostles that He was not just a dream, and so the Lenten preparation for the feast begins with hard reality: “You are dust.” This is an alarm clock that awakens us from moral slumber, and we have been slumbering a lot in our culture. The surest way to guarantee that evil can happen here is to say that evil cannot happen here. God constantly posits a choice between life and death, precisely because both are real, even for those who dream of existence with neither Heaven nor Hell, but “only sky.”

			Recent attempts of the Health and Human Services Department to promote a culture of death by violating the constitutional right to free exercise of religion are in part the work of public officials who have boasted of their admiration for a bad dreamer: Saul Alinsky. That strategist for “community organizers” insisted that there is no objective truth. Pope Benedict XVI would call this the “dictatorship of relativism.” Alinsky, as the common man’s Machiavelli, used this relativism to approve of corruption in public officials as a matter of policy, the justification of unethical means to achieve ends, and the destruction of any opposition. Alinsky’s guidebook, Rules for Radicals, is prefaced with a tribute to “the first radical known to man who rebelled against the establishment and did it so effectively that he at least won his own kingdom — Lucifer.”

			While some journalists would give the impression that the government mandates are all about contraception, they also cover sterilization and abortifacients. Many Christians themselves do not understand the moral implications of artificial birth prevention as explained in Pope Paul VI’s encyclical Humanae Vitae. In 1968, his prophetic warnings were widely ridiculed as nonsense: moral breakdown, increased infidelity and illegitimacy, and pornographic exploitation of women by men. Then he asked: “Who will prevent public authorities from favoring what they believe to be the most effective contraceptive methods and from mandating that everyone must use them, whenever they consider it necessary?” 

			Who, indeed? Within a decade of Humanae Vitae, the Chinese government began a program of forcing sterilization and abortion on women having “unauthorized” children. The program has enjoyed the financial support of the United Nations and of the administrations of U.S. presidents Bill Clinton and Barack Obama. 

			Only those wise enough to distinguish between noble dreams and nightmares can discern what many utopian dreamers do not know: The character in Shaw’s play Back to Methuselah — the one that spoke of dreams that never were and asked “Why not?” — was the Serpent in the Garden. 

			February 19, 2012

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			An Embarrassment of Miracles
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			During the millennium celebrations of 2000, Pope John Paul II went to the Colosseum in Rome and remembered Christ’s martyrs: “In the century and the millennium just begun, may the memory of these brothers and sisters of ours remain always vivid. Indeed, may it grow still stronger! Let it be passed on from generation to generation, so that from it there may blossom a profound Christian renewal!”52 He cited the eight principal groups of modern martyrs: victims of Soviet totalitarianism, of communism in other countries, of Nazism, of Islamic ultrafundamentalism, of violent religious nationalism in Asia, of tribal and antimissionary hatred, of aggressive secularism, and of organized crime.

			Chesterton said: “Courage is almost a contradiction in terms. It means a strong desire to live taking the form of a readiness to die.” A recent example was Cardinal François-Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan of Vietnam, who died in 2002. He became coadjutor archbishop of Saigon in 1975 and was imprisoned for thirteen years, nine of those in solitary confinement. His serene witness seemed to have converted some of his guards. Those who are persecuted by those who hate the faith (odium fidei) have great power from Heaven to strengthen the Church on earth. In 2009, a seminarian named Joseph Nguyen, whose parents had immigrated to the United States and had personally known Cardinal Nguyen Van Thuan, contracted pneumonia complicated by swine flu. He lay in a coma for thirty-two days, after his heartbeat had dropped nearly beyond recovery and his brain activity ceased. His parents prayed for the intercession of Cardinal Nguyen Van Thuan. The young man regained consciousness and said that while in the coma, he had two visions of the cardinal. He is now well and back in seminary.

			The courage of Christ’s witnesses is an embarrassment to those for whom Christ is not a holy mystery but just an enigma. This past week, the media cast a blind eye on the murder by jihadists of a thirty-three-year-old Polish priest, Father Marek Rybinski, who ran a Salesian school in Tunisia. In Kabul, Afghanistan, after six years of torture and deprivation in prison, Said Musa was sentenced to public execution under sharia law for converting from Islam to Christianity. The father of six children, one disabled, had been working with the Red Cross since losing a leg to a landmine while serving in the Afghan army. Save for the Wall Street Journal, our newspapers have been uninterested in this. In 2006, the intervention of President Bush saved another convert, but there has been no similar executive appeal so far in the instance of Said Musa. Indeed, the post of Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious Freedom still remains vacant in the present administration.

			The courage of those who suffer far outweighs the weakness of those who do nothing, and it greatly strengthens the Church. “For me, to live is Christ, to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21).

			February 27, 2011

			
				
					52	John Paul II, Homily, May 7, 2000.
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			Manliness and Gravity
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			An oral tradition holds that in the course of a reception during the Constitutional Convention, the hearty Gouverneur Morris, on a wager, after bowing to George Washington, patted him on the shoulder. Washington cast an icy glare at Morris, and the room fell silent. A man of grace and tact, Washington nonetheless had no patience for what he considered boorishness.

			At the age of sixteen, Washington had laboriously copied out a long list of “Rules of Civility and Decent Behaviour” compiled by French Jesuits in 1595. Rule 47 said, “Mock not nor Jest at any thing of Importance . . . and if you Deliver any thing witty and Pleasant, abstain from Laughing thereat yourself.” Similarly, Rule 64: “Break not a Jest where none take pleasure in mirth. Laugh not aloud, nor at all without Occasion.”

			None of this was a formula for pomposity. This simply was the protocol for avoiding behavior that masks pride as humility. Philosophers from Plato and Aristotle to Seneca the Stoic agreed that the virtuous man is one of piety, dignity, manliness, and gravity. St. Benedict (480–547) raised this a notch by associating these virtues with true humility. He writes in his Rule for monks: “The tenth degree of humility is when a monk is not easily moved and quick for laughter, for it is written, ‘The fool exalteth his voice in laughter.’ ” Then: “The eleventh degree of humility is, that, when a monk speaketh, he speak gently and without laughter, humbly and with gravity, with few and sensible words, and that he be not loud of voice, as it is written: ‘The wise man is known by the fewness of his words.’ ”

			Benedict was a happy man, and his monasteries were beacons of joy in a darkening society. He knew the difference between honest happiness and suspect giddiness, just as no one today would want to buy a used car from a man who is constantly giggling. Slapping a man on the back may be fraternal, but it also may be a subtle form of domination. And clownish behavior can be an indication of insecurity. In the days of vaudeville, the advice was to hold a baby and wave the American flag if the audience started to boo. When institutions are failing, false informality serves as a desperate distraction from that fact, and when someone is insecure, levity becomes a substitute for virtue.

			The irony is this: those who are silly on the outside can be sly on the inside, and the comic can be cruel to those who see through the charade. The witty Chesterton nonetheless spoke of the “easy speeches that comfort cruel men.” Cruel men dressed Jesus as a clown on the way to the Cross, but He never lost His dignity. His humility made the governor so nervous that with studied ambiguity Pilate nailed a sign over His head calling Him a king.

			February 19, 2017
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			The Harmony of History
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			The privilege of Lent provides an opportunity to adjust a little more to the glory of God. On Ash Wednesday we will link with the man who asked Jesus, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Mark 10:17). The splendor of Heaven is offered to all, but it is not granted to all without a true longing for it. That desire begins with recognition of the brevity of life on earth and cooperation with God’s grace.

			The harmony of history is an indication that God wants His yoke of obedience to be easy and its burden light (cf. Matt. 11:30). If it becomes difficult and heavy, the conspiring agent is pride. The forty days of Lent belong to the elegant symmetry by which God shows His graciousness: for forty days Moses was on the mount to receive the Law, and again after the sin of the Golden Calf; Elijah was on Horeb; Jonah was with the Ninevites; Ezekiel lay on his side in penance; Jesus was with Satan in the wilderness, and spent the same length of days teaching His disciples after He rose from the dead.

			On Wednesday, the imposition of ashes is a primal declaration of mortality. The death of anyone who truly desires to be part of God’s plan telescopes the forty days into Ash Wednesday and Easter. That became clear once again this past week with the death of one of our rectory family, Argentina Rivera. She had come to this country from Guayaquil in Ecuador and reared a family here, including her devoted daughter, Janet, who also assisted in our rectory and now serves the archdiocese. Argentina was well enough to rejoice in Janet’s beautiful wedding. For many years, Argentina helped our parish in countless ways, keeping the rectory in order, recording accounts, and lovingly taking care of the sacred vestments and altar linens. For her, this was a work of love and not a burden. She made our rectory laundry room into a small shrine with images of many saints who had worked for the Lord. At the vigil on the night before her funeral, a large number of family and friends sang beautiful Spanish hymns. Her needlework was masterful, and every time my cassock loses a button, I shall remember how much Argentina was like the disciple who died in Joppa: “The grieving widows who were her friends showed St. Peter’s coats and garments which Dorcas made while she was with them” (Acts 9:39).

			May these quickly passing forty days make us worthy of the love of our friends here and the love of God above. As the friends of Argentina sang: 

			Que los Ángeles en coro te reciban
En la ciudad santa de Jerusalén.

			May the choirs of angels receive you in the holy city of Jerusalem.

			March 6, 2011
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			Our Foes and the Foe
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			Joseph Stalin was responsible for the deaths of around twenty million men, women, and children by massacres, torture, starvation, and execution. Figures diverse as Lord Beaverbrook, Dean Acheson, Averell Harriman, and George Marshall noticed his habit of doodling pictures of snarling wolves. Sixteen days before his death, he told an Indian ambassador, Shri Menon, “When a wolf shows his teeth, you know he is not laughing.” In his paranoia he saw wolves all around him and said, “Peasants know how to handle wolves. They exterminate them.”

			It is hard to explain such figures apart from evil as a palpable Foe. There was no paranoia in Our Lord’s counsel to His disciples: “I am sending you as sheep among wolves. So be wise as serpents and innocent as doves” (Matt. 10:16). In that menagerie of metaphors is the strategy of spiritual combat. Wisdom and innocence destroy foolishness and naïveté.

			Our Lord is far from foolish and naïve when He orders us to turn the other cheek, to give the tunic as well as the cloak, and to walk twice the distance that is required by the Foe (Matt. 5:39–41). Humility is more powerful than aggression or pacificism, and “heaps coals” on the Foe’s demonic pride (Rom. 12:20). This is hard to do, given the human instinct to revenge, but the Council of Trent assured us that the commandments of God are not impossible to observe. His ultimate strategy in spiritual combat is: “Be holy, because I am holy” (1 Pet.1:16).

			In 1983, the U.S. Bishops’ Conference issued a pastoral letter, The Challenge of Peace, which in retrospect was called unwise and naïve by Archbishop Philip Hannan of New Orleans. In World War II he had served in the 505th Parachute Regiment of the 82nd Airborne Division in the Ardennes Offensive and helped liberate a concentration camp. For a short while during the Allied occupation of Germany, he was priest-in-charge of the Cologne cathedral. The dust cover of my book Principalities and Powers shows armed soldiers at Mass in those bombed-out ruins, and Chaplain Hannan may very well have been the priest at the altar. His last words at the age of ninety-eight, receiving absolution on his deathbed, were, “Sounds good to me.” 

			Once, when a mugger tried to rob him in Rome, the elderly archbishop struck him down and said later that he did not have time to turn the other cheek. But as a good shepherd who protected his flock from wolves, he knew that he had engaged and outwitted a Foe even fiercer than the wicked of this world.

			Lent is a campaign against the aboriginal Evil One, who seeks the ruin of souls. Even soldiers in a victorious army can be killed. Christ has defeated the Foe, and He protects us with “the shield of faith with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one” (Eph. 6:16). 

			March 2, 2014
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			Hope, Because of the Cross

			[image: ]

			The brief penitential period of Lent begins with a declaration of mortality: “Dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.” It will conclude with the Holy Week that redefines mortality and all history. Nothing has been the same since Jesus entered the “Gate Beautiful” in Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. 

			Muslims revere Jesus as one of the Twenty-Five Prophets. Mohammed learned about Him through Christian heretics — mostly Nestorians, Ebionites, and Arians, who were confused about the divine and human natures of the Messiah. He met some Orthodox Catholic Christians months before he died, but the Quran had already been dictated. The Quran’s notion of Jesus is much like that of the “Gnostic Christians,” for whom suffering contradicted righteousness. This view finds incomprehensible the good news that Christ died for us, taking our sins upon Himself as the Savior. Islam denies that Jesus was crucified, believing that the disciples and Mary herself were deceived by an imposter on the Cross. Muslims commonly accept the false “Gospel of Barnabas,” which asserts that Judas was the one crucified. The Quran condemns those who speak of the death of “the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, the Messenger of God,” and says, “They did not slay him, neither crucified him, only a likeness of that was shown to them” (Quran 4:156–157). 

			This fantastic oriental confusion about the way Christ opened to us the gates of everlasting life reached a climax in the sixteenth century, when the Sultan Suleiman, fearful that the Messiah of the Jews would return in glory through the “Gate Beautiful,” as He had come on Palm Sunday, bricked up that portal in the east wall of the Holy City. It remains so today. 

			The crowd at the foot of the Cross mocked Jesus for not being able to save Himself, though He had saved others. So did the cynical thief hanging next to Him. Even Peter at first said he would not allow Jesus to go to Jerusalem to die, but Our Lord said the voice speaking through him was that of Satan. The Prince of Lies fears the Cross because it conquers him. 

			It is possible to deny the Cross through the pessimistic notion that there is no solution for a sinful world, or through the optimistic notion that there is no sin to resolve. Lent shows a third way: there is sin, and it can be conquered by the Cross. Instead of pessimism and optimism, the Christian has repentance and hope. Jesus was crucified, and by His Resurrection He made the wood of the Cross medicina mundi — “the medicine of the world.” We would be as foolish as the Sultan Suleiman if we bricked up our hearts to the Savior of the World. 

			March 2, 2003
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			“How Is It You Do Not Understand?”

			[image: ]

			The city became a quiet village during this past week’s snowstorm. The snow drifts seemed much higher when I was a child, but I remember my father telling me the same thing. The fact remains: this technological marvel of a metropolis can be brought to a halt by snowflakes. The more intricate the workings of a social structure, the easier it is to disrupt it. To live in a society requires cooperation, and thus, the word “civilization” means being able to live in a city, which is another way of saying that to be civilized we have to be able to work together. 

			Walking down the middle of Park Avenue all alone, with no traffic, makes the great city seem a very fragile place. Last Monday one could almost hear a pin drop in mid-Manhattan. When other sounds were silenced, our church bells kept ringing. In the stillness they could be heard over an even greater distance, and they had a consoling sound in the storm, like the bell on a buoy in dense fog. Stat crux dum volvitur orbis. “As the world turns, the Cross stands.” The Cross is like the axle that stabilizes the wheel, and without it we would careen off into oblivion.

			Jesus slept in the boat during the storm on the Sea of Galilee, but He was in charge and commanded the waves to be still. On another occasion, in a boat on the same water, He asked the apostles about the feeding of the five thousand and the four thousand: How many baskets of bread were left? Twelve and seven (Mark 8:19–21). The numbers are not magical, for magic imputes morally indifferent power to things. These numbers call to mind the twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve apostles, and the seven days of creation and the seven sacraments. And much more. The point is not magic but grace: God has made the world according to an order, and all happiness and peace come from harmonizing with that pattern. Noah was given seven days to prepare for forty days of flood. So we have the sacramental life of the Church to prepare for Lent. Seven sacraments and forty days of penance. 

			Jesus asked the apostles, “How is it you do not understand?” They had more reason to be confused about these numbers than we do, for we have had all the centuries of Christian life to explain the meaning of these numbers. We are living through some of the most dangerous and challenging days in human history. The approaching Lent will be a most important opportunity to get our souls, our parish, and our Church in order so that the Cross stands as the center, balance, and anchor of a storm-tossed world.

			February 23, 2003 
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			Taking the Plunge

			[image: ]

			Duc in altum. Cast into the deep — or, take the plunge. Christ said it to His disciples (Luke 5:4). When they did as they were told, they caught an astonishing number of fish, and then they left everything and followed him (Luke 5:11). When Bishop Hippolytus of Caesarea wrote down the oral traditions of the lives of the Twelve, he was about as close to the Resurrection as we are to the birth of Antonio Salieri and the death of Johann Sebastian Bach, whose music still lives with us.

			Andrew preached in Bulgaria and was crucified on an olive tree in Greece. Bartholomew preached in India and was crucified with his head downward in the part of Armenia that now is in the former Soviet state of Georgia. James, son of Alphaeus was stoned to death in Jerusalem, and James, son of Zebedee, was beheaded by the tetrarch Herod. His brother John, the only apostle known not to have died violently, was exiled to the island of Patmos by the emperor Domitian, later going to Turkey and dying in Ephesus during the reign of Trajan. Matthew died in Hieres near present-day Tehran.

			Peter shared his remembrances with Mark and was crucified in Rome. After preaching in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Betania, Italy, and Asia, Philip was crucified with his head downward in Hierapolis in eastern Turkey during the reign of Domitian. Simon the Zealot was the second bishop of Jerusalem but is said to have also preached in Egypt and Persia, where he was sawed to pieces. Thaddeus, who preached in Edessa and throughout Mesopotamia, was axed to death in Syria. Thomas preached throughout Persia and was speared to death at Calamene in India. Only Judas killed himself, never having left Jerusalem.

			The point is that these men did not live superficial lives. They took the plunge and fulfilled the promise of the Master that they would become fishers of men. They did not leave their homes and families and their businesses just to follow a theory, for, as Newman said, “No man will be a martyr for a conclusion.”53 They willingly died in the glory of the Resurrection, which they had seen.

			Socrates, having said that the unexamined life is not worth living, changed the lives of many, who passed on what they had learned. None of his disciples, however, and no disciple of any other teacher, could say with St. Paul, who was chosen after the Master had risen from the dead: “It is no longer I who live but Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). Plato never said that Socrates lived in him; but if Socrates had lived long enough to take the plunge with the untutored fishermen, he might have found a good Greek term for the indwelling of Christ, the sanctifying grace, that moves men to leave everything and die telling others what happened to them. 

			February 14, 2016
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			I Have Seen God in a Man

			[image: ]

			Lent is a time we put away the old man and put on the new. Certain “corporal mortifications,” which strengthen us by self-discipline, such as confession and different forms of fasting, are part of this, but more important are increased acts of charity, such as almsgiving. The end of all this is to unwrap the self and to grow into the stature of Christ: “If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing” (1 Cor. 13:3).

			It was a special blessing for me last week to conduct a retreat in France at the shrine of St. John-Marie Vianney in Ars and in the nearby ancient cathedral of Lyons. Some thirty priests from New York attended along with our archbishop, Timothy Dolan, who offered Mass each day, and we received the Precious Blood from Vianney’s own chalice. Although the Curé d’Ars personally lived a life of total selflessness and acute mortifications, he bought the finest sacred vessels and vestments for God’s glory. Our culture tends to make the self rich and God poor, and of course, that never works. The original church of Ars was a very humble structure, so tiny that it held only a handful of people, and when Vianney arrived there in 1817, he found it crumbling from neglect following the French Revolution. But he was confident that God would do great things there, and it happened — all because Vianney was a prodigy of humility, willing to unwrap himself and cloak his people with charity. When one skeptic met him, all he could say was, “I have seen God in a man.” He had encountered the sanctifying grace that Christ wills for all of us: “I have been crucified with Christ, and it is no longer I who live but Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2:20).

			Lent is such a brief time that it seems to end almost as soon as it begins, but such also is life itself, and the purpose of Lent is to make precisely that point. The ashes yield quickly to Alleluias for those who outgrow themselves. 

			February 21, 2010
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			Ears to Hear

			[image: ]

			Three times the Evangelists preserved Our Lord’s words from the original Aramaic: 

			
					when He cried out from the Cross, “My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46)

					when He raised from the dead the daughter of Jairus (Mark 5:41)

					when He healed the man who had been deaf from birth (Mark 7:34)

			

			That Ephphatha — “Be opened” — in the last instance, was a sign that Our Lord opens human consciousness to a full awareness of God. The Latin word for deaf — surdus — gives us “absurd,” and the ultimate absurdity is to deny the existence of God and His appeal to the human soul.

			I recently had the privilege of preaching at the funeral in Memphis, Tennessee, of a most devout Catholic, Dr. John Shea, who invented the basic surgery on the inner ear that enabled him personally to cure more than forty thousand deaf people, and that has cured probably millions around the world. Years ago, he was most insistent that I not eulogize him, but rather preach the Resurrection. That was easy to do, for his own life was summed up in the words of another John, the Beloved Apostle, who exulted in the Risen Lord: “That which was from the beginning, what our ears have heard . . .” (1 John 1:1).

			Dr. Shea would often tell patients born deaf that he could let them hear, but that leaving behind the silent world in which they had lived, in many ways beautiful without the noise of life, could be a shock. Many opted to remain deaf. For them it was a prudent choice, for they could hear God better in the way they had known: “Be still and know that I am God” (Ps. 46:10).

			Unlike physical deafness, moral deafness is a tragedy more than a disability. Selfish pride hardens the heart so that it hears but does not listen. There are examples of that in the public sphere, as many choose to be willfully ignorant while atrocities are committed. The vile anti-Semitism in Europe of recent years is chillingly reminiscent of the 1930s when so many covered their ears to the lamentations from the ghettos and concentration camps. The slaughter of twenty-one Coptic Christians in Libya was the latest outrage after countless beheadings, crucifixions, or forced exiles of Christians from their ancient homelands, and the destruction of more than one thousand churches in Nigeria. All this has fallen on the morally deaf ears of those who will not acknowledge palpable evil.

			During each of these Lenten days, Christ says, “Be opened.” Every Christian is commissioned by the Holy Spirit to pass that voice on to others who are tempted to live in moral silence. When Jesus preached His parable of the Sower, He described how His voice sometimes is ignored, or heard only superficially, or rejected in tough times. But those who absorb that sound from Heaven accomplish great things many times over. Having said that, He shouted: “Those who have ears to hear, let them hear!” (see Matt. 11:15).

			February 22, 2015
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			Faith, Not Sentiment

			[image: ]

			We can do good things without God, but they do not add up to much in the end. Jesus says that no one is good save his Father (Mark 10:18), but He also bids us to be perfect (Matthew 5:48). This is not contradictory: no amount of human excellence can match God, but God’s goodness can enter the human soul, and this is perfection.

			Outward acts such as fasting, abstinence, almsgiving, and prayer make the soul available to God’s grace; but if these acts are not inspired by faith in God, they become substitutes for God. Jesus exposed that kind of ritual formalism: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven” (Matt. 7:21). Attempts at being good without God’s perfecting grace turn religion into sentimentality. In the nineteenth century, Matthew Arnold said that religion is “morality touched by emotion.”54 In that kind of vagueness, morality soon goes out the window, and only emotion is left.

			Consider the Beatles’ emotive song “All You Need Is Love.” It is evidence that in pop culture, any kind of doggerel can sound profound if it is amplified loudly enough by singers with pained faces. The first verse is: “Love, love, love, love, love, love, love, love, love.” After those nine incantations of “love,” the second verse tells us, “There’s nothing you can do that can’t be done.” I defy anyone to explain that. It is meaningless; but that is what you get when love dissolves into sentiment. To the contrary, “God is spirit, and his worshippers must worship in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24). When spirit and truth combine, you get more than mere emotional nonsense: “If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal” (1 Cor. 13:1). St. Catherine of Siena explained perfection by saying “The soul cannot live without love, but always wants to love something, because she is made of love, and, by love, I created her.”55 Love must be an active offering of the self to the truth of God. 

			The way of perfection is the way of truth — not a sensual alternative to truth. The history of false religions is a catalogue of how they confuse truth with emotion and then fall into decay when sentimentality no longer sustains them. When Mary Queen of Scots was beheaded in 1587, witnesses were unsettled to see her lips keep moving for some minutes. Religion that is “morality touched by emotion” is like that. It becomes a quivering appendage, cut off from its vital source. Our Lord saw that in the shadow of the Temple: “These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me” (Matt. 15:8). And then there was the Judas kiss. 

			March 13, 2011
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			“The Acquisition of the Last End”

			[image: ]

			In Lent the Liturgy calls these forty days a joyful season. Without a right understanding of the meaning of true happiness, this can seem forced, a self-conscious “grin and bear it” cheerfulness. Our cultural environment supposes that happiness is essentially a subjective feeling. “Follow your own bliss,” wrote a popular writer on religious myth. But Jesus warned us in many ways that although we can follow our own bliss all the way to Heaven, we can follow it all the way to Hell, too. 

			Feeling happy is not happiness. So G. K. Chesterton (try one of his books for Lenten reading) said that a pessimist is an unhappy idiot, and an optimist is a happy idiot. Idiocy is the limitation of reference to the self. The self-absorbed cannot attain true happiness, for such happiness is an objective involvement with truth outside the self, and ultimately with God. Only the ignorant think that ignorance is bliss. Were that really true, our culture would be Bliss Itself. St. Thomas Aquinas calls happiness “the acquisition of the last end.”56 Happiness is achieving what we were made for. For the man who thinks that life is only an accident of chromosomes, happiness will be nothing more than a whim. But, in fact, God made us to serve Him on earth so that we might delight in Him forever in Heaven.

			Sources of temporary happiness, such as wealth and fame and pleasure, become destructive if they are indulged for their own sakes. Only when wealth is used to promote goodness, and fame reflects goodness, and pleasure is taken in goodness, can they lead to happiness. Even then, they can only lead to it. The greatest happiness is the Beatific Vision, seeing forever the uncreated goodness and truth of God. 

			Many have ridiculed the nineteenth-century professor of logic Richard Whately, who said, “Happiness is no laughing matter.” I think he has had the last laugh. The happiness of which he spoke is beyond the capacity of jocularity, although the outward smile is a serene tribute to it. St. Teresa of Avila prayed to be spared from gloomy saints. God came to us in Christ to show us our purpose, and to lead us to it. “Take up your cross” is not a pathology of suffering for its own sake, but a movement of the self beyond the self, to reach our ultimate purpose with God, a happiness that has no end.

			February 17, 2002
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			Good versus Evil

			[image: ]

			The forty days of Lent are an approximate “tithe” of the days of the year. Spending roughly one-tenth of the year taking stock of our souls and the health of our culture is a wise investment. The sage says that the unexamined life is not worth living. A proper examination, however, needs a good standard of reference. One can hardly examine the human condition properly without reference to good and evil.

			Our culture lapsed into a kind of moral delinquency for many years. By that, I mean the social outlook and personal consciousness had grown fuzzy about what goodness and evil mean. A therapeutic attitude replaced moral belief, so that “feeling well” became the equivalent of goodness, and people began to think that nothing is intrinsically evil, with the result that perpetrators of evil were considered victims of circumstance and environment. “Be well” replaced “Good-bye” (which means “God be with you”). And “sharing feelings” came to be the equivalent of witnessing to the truth. Indeed, many people came to think that there is no objective truth. The Pope addressed this philosophical sickness in the encyclicals Fides et Ratio and Veritatis Splendor.

			Truth is truth, whether acknowledged or not. In a conversation with a theologian, a professor who was a lapsed Catholic said that belief in any moral absolutes was a medieval conceit. He challenged the theologian to name one persuasive moral absolute. The theologian replied: “Thou shalt not kill a professor.”

			I spoke at a luncheon last week, after introductory remarks by Congressman Dick Armey. What he said was very much like a homily. He had come to realize how much good and evil a government can do. He did not say a government can be helpful or corrupt. He spoke deliberately of good and evil. President Reagan once spoke of an “evil empire,” and President Bush has spoken of an “axis of evil.” Both shocked some commentators who still prefer therapeutic language instead of the stark realities of a fallen world. September 11 made it increasingly difficult to ignore these deep facts of life and death. 

			Lent begins with a description of Our Lord confronting Satan in the wilderness. Christ endured the temptations to materialism, power, and unreality. He did this on our behalf, for only He can perfectly overcome those expressions of evil. God allows us to be tempted in order to purify our virtue, and so that we may console one another. We are never tempted beyond the power of His grace to overcome evil with good. This is the great message of Lent. 

			February 24, 2002
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			The Cross Is Not a Misfortune

			[image: ]

			In a recent Sunday Angelus address, Pope Benedict said that Lent is “a time of particular commitment in the spiritual combat that places us against the evil present in the world, in each one of us and around us. . . . A resolution resonating especially urgently for us Christians is the call of Jesus to each take up our own ‘cross’ and follow him with humility and trust (cf. Matt. 16:24).”

			Over the years, the Pope has stressed attention to the Cross, rather than ourselves, in the Eucharistic Liturgy. The novelty of the priest facing the people from the far side of the altar during the Eucharistic Prayer has a tendency to create a self-referential circle of congregation and celebrant closed in upon itself rather than allowing priest and people together to turn toward the Lord. While the newer posture was implemented after the Second Vatican Council, it was not indicated by the council itself and was based on misinformation about early Christian practice. The Pope has been concerned that the radical innovation of the priest not facing eastward with the people may give the impression of the Mass as a solipsistic and horizontal dialogue between priest and people, celebrating the congregation rather than Christ, instead of a vertical offering to the Father of His Son Crucified and Resurrected. 

			The ideal, preserved in venerable universal tradition, would be the restoration of the priest leading the people on the same side of the altar as together they face liturgical East, the place from which the Glory of the Lord shines upon the Church. We already do that in occasional celebrations of the Extraordinary use of Blessed John XXIII, but it can be adapted to the Novus Ordo use as well, and the Pope is encouraging a gradual recovery of this posture, which the popes have always used in their private chapel. Meanwhile, the Pope urges that even when priest and people are separated on opposite sides of the altar, a cross be placed on the altar to allow all to focus on the Cross and not on themselves. 

			I still have a letter from an individual, written when I restored candles to the altar, objecting that this had been condemned by Vatican II. That was not the case, and now the Pope himself is reminding us of that. I have found and repaired the original cross from our high altar so that we can use it during Mass, as the Pope has desired. In the Pope’s own words, “The cross, however much it might weigh, is not synonymous with misfortune, a disgrace to be avoided whenever possible. . . . The way of the Cross is in fact the only thing that leads to the victory of love over hate, of conversion over egotism, of peace over violence. Seen as such, Lent is truly an occasion of strong contemplative commitment and spirituality drawn from the grace of Christ.”

			February 17, 2008
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			The Turkish Bell Tolls

			[image: ]

			The Transfiguration is celebrated on the sixth of August, but an account of it is also proclaimed as the liturgical Gospel in Lent, because it was a way in which the Lord prepared Peter, James, and John for the Crucifixion. These were the same apostles who would be with the Lord as He sweat blood the night before His death. Immediately after His Transfiguration, Christ would cure an epileptic suffering a violent seizure at the foot of the mountain: glory and agony within a few hours.

			The unearthly light that shone from Christ on the mountaintop strengthened the apostles for when they would watch the sky grow dark on Good Friday. Even so, the apostles still would not fully understand why Christ had to die: when Our Lord told them that He must go to Jerusalem and “be lifted up,” Peter said He would not allow it. What the Fisherman meant as a brave act of love, Jesus said was the work of the Evil One using Peter: “Get behind me, Satan” (Matt. 16:23).

			Satan uses people in attempts to block God’s plan, fooling and flattering them to use their power and talent to obscure the radiance of God. Sometimes he does this through individuals, and other times through political movements and false religions. One vivid example was the Siege of Belgrade in 1456.

			Following the fall of Constantinople to the Muslims and the desecration of the world’s largest church, Hagia Sophia (Holy Wisdom), the Ottoman Turks had worked their way into Europe, hoping to conquer Rome. Pope Callixtus III saw the Devil’s work here, and summoned the brilliant Franciscan St. John of Capistrano, seventy years old, to crusade against the foe. At a meeting in Frankfurt, the friar found the Germans and Austrians too indifferent to take up arms, so he enlisted the Hungarian general John Hunyadi, and both of them, riding into battle against great odds, lifted the siege of Belgrade and delayed Muslim progress into Europe by about sixty years.

			Hunyadi brandished a sword and Capistrano a more powerful crucifix. These great crusaders died shortly afterward from contagion. The Pope had ordered church bells to be rung at noon before the start of the conflict. News of victory reached Rome on the feast of the Transfiguration, so the Holy Father made it a universal feast. Moreover, he ordered that church bells be rung at every noonday. 

			In 1956, Pope Pius XII invoked the “Turkish Bell” as a summons to a crusade of prayer for oppressed Christians in Communist East Europe and China. The terror that stalks our world now, and would seek to block Christ, is diabolic and can be attributed to poor social conditions and economic deprivation only by the naïve or the cynical. Christ knew His enemy when He said, “Get behind me, Satan.” Today there is great need for the bell to ring and move us to prayer and action.

			March 1, 2015
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			Satan’s Enemy

			[image: ]

			In the Transfiguration, Christ showed that everything must center on Him to be of right service to humanity. Moses, representing the law and social order, defers to Him, as does Elijah, representing the intellect and the spiritual order. The Church recounts this in Lent, because Jesus revealed His glory in preparation for the Crucifixion.

			Christ’s glory sheds light on His three temptations in the wilderness. Satan tested Him to see if He would succumb to the deceits of secularism (turning stones to bread, as though matter were the only thing that really matters) and power (control of governments in exchange for cooperating with evil) and fantasy (attaining celebrity by flouting the laws of nature).

			The Catholic Church is, as Pope John Paul II said, “expert in humanity.” Satan’s chief enemy is the Church, for this is Christ alive in the world. From hard experience the Church knows the temptations of secularism (reducing Christianity to philanthropic humanism), clericalism (bartering supernatural grace for social power), and subjectivism (living in a parallel universe contemptuous of moral reality).

			To succumb to these temptations is to die, both personally and institutionally. The latest figures show that those denominations that surrendered to “the spirit of the age” are vanishing. The liberal Protestant denominations are evaporating. One of their leaders has said that their numbers are dropping because their members are too well educated to have children. It is hardly intelligent to design one’s own demise. Our social fabric will have to adjust to the disappearance of these groups, which for a long while defined the public face of society. At the same time, the Catholic Church continues to grow, and would have done so even more had not many Catholics themselves yielded to the threefold temptations. In the most recently recorded year, 2007 to 2008, the number of Catholics worldwide increased by 19 million people. Priests increased from 405,178 to 409,166. Seminarians increased from 115,919 to 117,024. As in the religious orders, the growth is invariably in those where the Faith is kept.

			In the early nineteenth century, Tocqueville predicted that one day, the only options in the United States would be Catholicism and unbelief. In the early twentieth century, Chesterton said, “every man would end up either in utter pessimistic skepticism or as a member of the Catholic creed.” In a famous vision, St. John Bosco saw little boats tying up with the Barque of Peter. This September, the successor of Peter will speak in Westminster Hall on the very spot where St. Thomas More was sentenced to death (and eternal glory) for defending the papacy. This is not a time for self-satisfaction. It is a summons to Lenten penance for our own subtle dalliances with temptations against the Faith, in the hope that we may respond more faithfully to the work of saving souls.

			February 28, 2010
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			“You Will Strengthen Your Brethren”

			[image: ]

			The meteorite that exploded over Russia’s Ural Mountains a week ago had the force of thirty atomic bombs. It was the biggest such impact since an asteroid exploded over Tunguska, Siberia, in 1908 with a force more powerful than all the bombs — including the atomic ones — dropped in the Second World War. Such a force of nature, when we observe it in the sky passing safely by with breathtaking speed, can also be a sign of the beauty and brevity of all things. 

			So it was in “The Year of Three Popes,” when the death of Paul VI was followed by the death of John Paul I just four weeks after his election, and then the election of John Paul II. Cardinal Confaloniere said of John Paul I, in the exquisite Latin for which he was famous: “He passed as a meteor which unexpectedly lights up the heavens and then disappears, leaving us amazed and astonished.” 

			The impact of that Pope’s sudden death seemed at the time to be immeasurably hurtful, and yet he made the way for many providential events. Now the gracious abdication of Pope Benedict XVI also amazes and astonishes. When he assumed the papacy, he knew the work would not be easy: “Pray for me, that I may not flee for fear of the wolves.” Without histrionics or self-pity, he quietly took up his burden in the succession of St. Peter, to whom the Lord said, “Simon, Simon, Satan has desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat. But I have prayed for you, that your faith fail not; and that when you are converted, you will strengthen your brethren” (Luke 22:31–32).

			In many glorious ways, Benedict XVI has done just that. With unerring fidelity he has explained the sacred deposit of the Faith to its opponents, both cultured and uncultured, with patient eloquence and stunning insight. Many reforms in the Church’s structure and the purification of abuses were his intense initiatives. Rather like St. Francis of Assisi going to meet with the caliph of Egypt clad only in simplicity, Benedict XVI refused to wear a bullet-proof vest when he went to Turkey, turning the anger of many to respect. A new reverence and beauty in worship has been his gift to the Church through his renewal of the sacred rites. His provision of an ordinariate for whole groups seeking full communion with the Church “amazed and astonished” many. Now, his renunciation of the Keys entrusted to him teaches the essence of the papacy as a stewardship that transcends the charism of any individual.

			Officially, a Pope is Bishop of Rome, Vicar of Christ, Successor of the Prince of the Apostles, Supreme Pontiff of the Universal Church, Primate of Italy, Archbishop and Metropolitan of the Roman Province, Sovereign of the State of the Vatican City, Servant of the Servants of God. But to the world, this Pope has also been a very good Father. 

			February 24, 2013
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			Walking Is Better Than Flying

			[image: ]

			Of the temptations to which Our Lord allowed Himself to be subjected, the most difficult to understand was the temptation to fly. Actually, wanting to fly is not all that peculiar, if by peculiar is meant unique or unusual. Everyone is tempted to fly. By that, I do not mean the impetus that drove Icarus and the Wright Brothers. No, Satan’s flying is contempt for reality. Wanting everything my way is flying in the face of facts.

			Jesus, who walked on water, could have flown if He had subjected His human nature to His divine nature. He walked on water to teach Peter something, not to impress him. Satan tempted Jesus with the baser use of His divinity, to be superhuman instead of supernatural, Superman instead of Savior. Our Lord’s response was: “You shall not tempt the Lord your God” (Matt. 4:7).

			Our world, and certainly our nation, is suffering a crucible of temptations. In many ways we have already succumbed to them, which is why great saints have called ours a “Culture of Death.” Attitudes and even sometimes laws have flown against reality: vice is freedom, decadence is dignity, killing unborn children is righteous, the unnatural is natural, maleness and femaleness are not facts but moods, and marriage is whatever the ego wants it to be. 

			Ego . . . for the temptation to fly is the primeval sin of pride, living a lie, and pretending that the world made by God is the world reinvented by man. By refusing to fly, Jesus saved us from the degradation of acting like idiots in a world of nonsense. It was expressed well by Alice as she prepared to enter Wonderland: “If I had a world of my own, everything would be nonsense. Nothing would be what it is, because everything would be what it is isn’t. And contrary wise, what is, it wouldn’t be. And what it wouldn’t be, it would. You see?”

			Tragically, there are those now who do see it that way and want the world to be Wonderland. The late, lamented Justice Antonin Scalia summoned some of our national patrimony’s most formidable common sense and elegant expressions of it, graced with scintillating wit, to say that positive laws are rooted in realities deeper than whim. While some other jurists lived in Wonderland, he lived in God’s creation. 

			Even Justice Scalia could be astonished at the ways man succumbs to fantasy. Crossing Park Avenue on a bright spring day, he stopped in the middle of traffic when I told him that the Dalton Books chain, now gone, had classified a book by the Hemlock Society about how to commit suicide, under the category “Self-Improvement.” By God’s grace, he can smile now before the God of both justice and mercy, but I think he must also grieve that so many still in this world think that they can fly.

			February 21, 2016
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			The Temptations of the Church

			[image: ]

			The Spirit that “drove” Jesus into the desert to be tempted by Satan (Mark 1:12) is the Third Person of the Most Holy Trinity — the bond of love between God the Father and God the Son. Christ was tempted three times as an act of love to prepare His Church for three temptations that would assault her in every generation.

			Satan tested Christ to figure out if He truly was divine: “If you are the Son of God . . .” So Satan also tempts the Church, not to discern her holiness as the Body of Christ, but to test whether Christians will be faithful to that holiness.

			Satan first tempts the Church to turn stones into bread: to reduce the Church to a human creature devoid of supernatural charisms. The Church is the world’s greatest feeder of the poor, but unless she feeds souls, she is redundant in a materialist culture. Satan wants to replace Communion lines with bread lines, as if the Body of Christ were nothing more than temporal sustenance. But Christ is Our Savior and not our Philanthropist. “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man, and drink his blood, you shall not have life in you” (John 6:53).

			Secondly, Satan tempts the Church to mock herself, as he wanted Jesus to jump from the pinnacle of the Temple and survive. This test will see whether Christians will take up the daily crosses of life with Christ in a broken world, or engage grace as a kind of New Age energy arrogated to ourselves without moral obedience to natural law. To fly against nature is to live in an unreal world, claiming to be Catholic without living as Catholics. Satan wants us to “take Communion” on our terms rather than “receive Communion” on Christ’s terms. St. Paul would not fly that way: “He who eats and drinks without discerning the body, eats and drinks to his own condemnation; and for this reason many of you are weak, and ill, and some have died” (1 Cor. 11:29–30).

			Thirdly, the Church is tempted with earthly power. Cardinal Consalvi reminded Napoleon that the Church’s power is not from earthly rulers. Pope Pius XII said that Stalin would be able to count the Church’s divisions only after he died. The two Thomases, Becket and More, made similar remonstrances with their own blood. In the history of the Church, Judas was the first to accept a government grant in exchange for doing evil. 

			The Church is entering a time of severe testing, and she will be crucified through tortures greater than nails, for she will be jeered by journalists, patronized by politicians, and menaced by false messiahs. But in the end, the Church’s despisers will hear severe words: “You could have no power at all against me, were it not given you from above; so he who delivered me to you has the greater sin” (John 19:11).

			March 8, 2009
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			What Is “Genius”?

			[image: ]

			In classical Latin culture, a Genius was a guiding spirit given to indi- viduals from birth (gignere), enabling them to have special insights. It can be confused with ingenium, a power from within, not one that is endowed from without. From the latter we get words such as “ingenious” and “engine.” An engine is not a Genius, nor does Genius exactly mean today what it originally meant. 

			The shift from having a genius to being a genius was gradual. Milton speaks of genius as we know it in his Eikonoklastes. With the idealization of reason in the eighteenth century, talk spread of the genius of mankind and of men who were geniuses. But if there ever were geniuses in that age — such as Newton — they did not think of themselves as such. Newton thanked God for his calculations. Mozart did not describe himself as other than a craftsman — rather as Blessed Teresa of Calcutta called herself a pencil in the hand of God. It is unlike the brooding spirit of Beethoven, to whom people doffed their hats, giving birth to the Romantic Age. I confess to bias when I say it reached degenerate heights with Wagner’s “beautiful moments, but awful quarter-hours.”

			Two geniuses, if you will, to whom I tip my hat in respect are Newman and Chesterton. But they would be amused should anyone imply that their gifts were inborn and not given. Chesterton knew that people ran the danger of the foundational sin for all other sins, which is Pride. He said that he became a Catholic in order to get rid of his sins. He had no doubt about what caused the Fall of Man because evidence was all around him: “Certain new theologians dispute original sin, which is the only part of Christianity which can really be proved.”57 

			Chesterton roared with laughter at himself, whereas Newman would rather smile. Chesterton was like a big bass drum, whereas Newman was more like a violin, but neither had pretensions to being anything other than made of clay into which God had breathed life. Newman warned against the veneration of “knowledge for its own sake” because it substitutes specimens of mental brilliance for holiness, “arrogating for them a praise to which they have no claim.” 

			Then came Newman’s warning spoken to intellectuals in one of his lectures on the proper idea of a university: “Quarry the granite rock with razors, or moor the vessel with a thread of silk; then may you hope with such keen and delicate instruments as human knowledge and human reason to contend against those giants, the passion and the pride of man.”58 

			March 16, 2014
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			The Seven “Helps”

			[image: ]

			As there are seven days in the week, so are there seven helps that, if practiced each day of the week, dispose the soul to receive many graces from God. Lent is the best time of the year to try them. 

			1.	First, rise in the morning immediately — which can be a mortification — and offer the first groggy moment to God by saying, “I will serve.” Satan said, “Non serviam” (I will not serve). Conquer the weakness of the first frail moment by this “morning offering,” and the rest of the day will be more available to God’s plans. 

			2.	Spend fifteen minutes reading a portion of the New Testament, and sometimes also some good spiritual reading, such as the life of a saint or one of the classic guides to spiritual formation. 

			3.	Spend another fifteen minutes in prayer as a simple conversation with Our Lord. The best way to do this, if it is possible, is before the Blessed Sacrament in a church. 

			4.	Attend Mass on a weekday in addition to the Sunday Obligation. The ideal is daily Mass, and in Manhattan this is easier to arrange than in the suburbs. There may be times when one is not disposed to receive Communion. Don’t violate the need to confess serious sins before receiving Our Lord — but do not fret. Bear in mind: to assist at Mass just by being a prayerful presence, making a spiritual communion, can bestow many graces. 

			5.	At noon, pray the Angelus or, in the Easter season, the Regina Caeli. These prayers are available in most prayer books. This helps remedy what was lacking in the first part of the day, and sets the tone for the rest of the day. 

			6.	Pray five decades of the Rosary. This can even be done while walking or on the subway, sanctifying those “loose moments,” provided you can be recollected about the mysteries while safely navigating traffic. 

			7.	Examine your conscience at the end of the day: Have I prayed today? Did I do my work well for God’s glory, especially when it seemed boring or unimportant? Have I “mortified” myself, that is, have I practiced little disciplines to channel the energy of my lower passions for good results? This will lead to good and frequent confession. 

			As a pole vaulter has to begin with a lower bar, one should get into these holy habits gradually. You will find that, paradoxically, the more time you spend on these sources of grace in a busy day, the more time will be available. If you do not “have” the time, God will “give” it — and will even add some. 

			March 3, 2002
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			You Are There

			[image: ]

			When Shakespeare imagined what young King Henry V might have said before the Battle of Agincourt a century and a half before, he wrote one of the most celebrated speeches never really spoken. Nonetheless, it expresses the pride and thrill of having been privy to a great event:

			And gentlemen in England now a-bed,
Shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here,
And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks,
That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.

			The eyewitness accounts of those who walked with Christ and saw the things He did and heard the words He spoke may give the impression that the narrators had an advantage over us these two thousand years later. St. John spoke with reverential awe of “What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the Word of Life” (1 John 1:1). However, not one of the apostles, nor, for that matter, any human being, was at the beginning of everything. It is by God Himself that the creation of the world is revealed, and it is by God in Christ that we learn our purpose in the created order. As Christ, who has no beginning or end, but has also a human nature that does have a birth and death, He conflates eternity and time so that when we are united with His death and Resurrection in baptism, we are able mystically to be at the beginning of the world and at its end. 

			“He is before all things, and in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:17).

			St. Paul was not there at the Resurrection, but Christ came to him on the Emmaus road, and ever afterward the apostle would say in both defense and boast that he had been born “out of time” (1 Cor. 15:8). During the forty days of Lent, the Church is there with the Lord, going up to Jerusalem in an actual way, and not merely reminiscing or imagining, as in a stage play. This is a particular gift of these Lenten weeks, but it is not confined to this season. Nor is it limited to one place. 

			The Holy Eucharist enables all worshippers to be with the Lord, anyplace in the world at any hour, attending at the same time His sacrifice on the Cross and His Paschal victory. St. Peter could say with holy pride, “We ourselves heard this utterance made from heaven when we were with him on the holy mountain” (2 Pet. 1:18). And while that is a sublime thing to be able to say, so can we rejoice as well, for we too hear a voice from heaven when we are with the Lord at the holy altar: “This is my Body. . . . This is my Blood.” 

			March 23, 2014
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			Knowing and Unknowing

			[image: ]

			A staple of late-night television comedy is a man-on-the-street interview, revealing the pervasive ignorance of people about basic matters of life. Among Americans aged 18 to 24, almost 30 percent cannot identify the Pacific Ocean on a map. Nearly half do not know when Columbus came to America. More than half cannot locate India, and 85 percent could not find Iraq, though many of them think they know more about it than our commander in chief. The typical college graduate today could not pass a standard examination required for admission to high school a century ago. The young people of the richest and most powerful nation in the world rank ninth from the bottom of all the industrial countries in science and humanities.

			In a large number of our universities, seniors actually do more poorly than freshmen on questions about general culture. This reminds one of the university president who said that his school was a storehouse of knowledge because the freshmen bring so much knowledge in and the seniors take so little out. 

			The first obligation of knowledge is to know God. In addition to penance and almsgiving, Lent is a time to grow in knowledge of the Faith. Knowledge of religion has declined along with cultural knowledge in general. Many people accept what are in fact misperceptions of Catholicism. There are those who do not want to know, but there are many others who do want to learn if only others would teach them. As patience is a virtue, we should use it in bringing inquirers of goodwill into a fuller understanding of the gospel, dispelling those mistaken notions that are stumbling blocks to conversion of souls. 

			Practical reason is perfected by knowledge, while wisdom raises this a notch by guiding speculative knowledge. Knowledge teaches the “what” of things, and wisdom teaches the “why.” So information alone does not suffice to make right judgments. George Orwell reflected on how the ordinary citizen generally is wiser in practical matters than the intelligentsia. He wrote, “The average intellectual of the Left believed, for instance, that the war was lost in 1940, that the Germans were bound to overrun Egypt in 1942, that the Japanese would never be driven out of the lands they had conquered, and that the Anglo-American bombing offensive was making no impression on Germany.”59

			It is not falsely optimistic to think that ordinary people of common sense can grasp the truths of holy religion, once they are given the facts, and it is not falsely pessimistic to assume that the educated despisers of religion will reject the facts in order to sustain their personal theories. But true wisdom can guide both, and that requires the gift of awe, which is the “holy fear” of which the Psalmist speaks: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps. 111:10; see Sir. 1:16).

			February 24, 2008
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			Smartphones and Sociopaths

			[image: ]

			In normal usage, an idealist is someone with a lofty vision, possibly naïve but always noble in spirit. The term is more complicated in philosophy, but as a general category “idealism” means that mind takes precedence over matter, and reality cannot be separated from the mind’s consciousness of it. The various schools of Idealism are subtler than that, but idealism makes the material world dependent on the self’s perception of it. In the eighteenth century, a leading exponent of “subjective idealism” was the Anglo-Irish Protestant bishop George Berkeley, who lived for a while in the colony of Rhode Island. Dr. Samuel Johnson had no time for debating him and refuted Berkeley by kicking a rock.60

			I doubt that many of the people absorbed in their “smartphones” through so much of the day, even while walking along the street or sitting in restaurants, engage much in philosophical discourse, but they are tottering on the brink of what philosophers would call idealist epistemology. Put simply: the universe belongs to them, and everything in it should be as they want it to be, with fact a form of feeling. Recently, when a conservative lecturer visiting a university told some harsh economic facts, undergraduates cried for psychotherapy. They had been emotionally bruised by kicking the rock of reality.

			Adam and Eve were more than bruised when they ate of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. They lost Paradise. Eating of the Tree meant arrogating to themselves the definition of reality. Taken to an extreme, that original sin of selfish pride produces the sociopath. That is a disordered antisocial personality like a psychopath, but the latter tends to be more erratic and violent with a probably genetic source for the condition. A sociopathic personality is shaped more by environment and circumstance.

			Sociopaths are said to be about 4 percent of the population. They are not as easy to detect as psychopaths, and they smoothly charm their way well into influential positions in virtually all walks of life, often by means of glib eloquence. Along with their high intelligence, they are incapable of shame or guilt. They never apologize — for they think they have never done wrong. They exaggerate their achievements, dominate conversation, and manipulate people, and their narcissism makes them unable selflessly to love others, or to empathize even while claiming to do so. Above all, they are delusional, easily believing their own lies.

			In His perfect humanity, Christ was the opposite of the antisocial, disordered personality. By His grace, His faithful apostles overcame their weaknesses and communicated His perfection. On the way to his own cross, which was not an invention of his imagination, the Prince of the Apostles wrote: “Make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, virtue with knowledge, knowledge with self-control, self-control with endurance, endurance with devotion, devotion with mutual affection, mutual affection with love” (2 Pet. 1:5–7). 

			February 28, 2016
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			The Battles of Body and Soul

			[image: ]

			Given the strengths and weaknesses of human nature, every day is a spiritual combat between our good intentions and our evil temptations. One of the subtlest of those temptations is to underestimate this struggle — supposing that a spiritual battle is less real than a physical battle. The fact is, while earthly warfare requires a full exercise of the natural virtues, the spiritual battle is even more intense, with consequences that extend beyond the limits of time and space. “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12). 

			It is inspiring to come across the lives of those who have acquitted themselves splendidly in both kinds of battle, earthly and spiritual. There is the example of the Navy SEAL and 2008 Medal of Honor recipient (posthumous), Michael Monsoor, whom the New York Times implied was a Muslim, although this devout Catholic regularly attended Mass before operations. We recently read about the canonization process for Father Vincent Capodanno, who gave his life in Vietnam as a navy chaplain. In April another Catholic chaplain will receive our nation’s highest military honor — like Father Capodanno, posthumously. Both have also been declared Servants of God by the Church, meaning that their candidacy for sainthood is under official consideration. 

			Father Emil Kapaun was born in Kansas and was a parish priest before joining the army to serve in World War II and the Korean War. He died in a prisoner-of-war camp in 1951, seven months after having been taken prisoner by the Chinese. Not one of the military chaplains held prisoner by the North Koreans and the Chinese survived. Father Kapaun, though wounded and sick himself, risked his life to help his fellow prisoners under horrible conditions. Congress has finally approved the granting of the Medal of Honor, which is given for “conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of life above and beyond the call of duty.” 

			Not all heroes whose actions dignify the whole human race are saints. Sanctity is evidence of a different heroism: for heroic virtue, which marks the saint, is a constant habit of life, enabling the saint “to perform virtuous actions with uncommon promptitude, ease and pleasure from supernatural motives and without human reasoning, with self-abnegation and full control over his natural inclinations.”61 

			Harry Truman said he would rather have the Medal of Honor than be president. In a loftier reference, Charles Péguy said, “Life holds only one tragedy, ultimately: not to have been a saint.” 

			Even the most revered honor a people can bestow cannot match what awaits the victors of spiritual combat, and in that struggle all of us are enlisted and strive for “a crown that will never perish” (1 Cor. 9:25). 

			March 3, 2013
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			The Trance of God

			[image: ]

			There are no throwaway lines in the Bible. All the words and phrases are there for a reason, even those long chronologies, which we may be inclined to skip over — until we realize that they are the record of our spiritual DNA, tracing the whole drama of God’s guidance of human history. 

			We should pay special attention to words of rare usage, for their occurrence indicates a subtle meaning that we may miss. One instance is the Hebrew word tardema, meaning “sleep,” which appears in the Old Testament only seven times. It is different from ordinary sleep, for it is a spiritual torpor — a “deep sleep” — obliterating all earthly senses, so that the intellect will not be overwhelmed by some great thing God is doing. The Greek word commonly translating tardema is the source of our “ecstasy.” A tardema overcame Adam as woman was being formed from him, and Abram fell into a tardema when God prepared to connect with human events by making a covenant with the Jews. This coma-like state is the sort of trance that overcame Peter, James, and John at the Transfiguration on the mountain that is traditionally thought to be located at Tabor. 

			The point is that God takes the initiative and gently prepares mortals for what otherwise would be a traumatic shock at encountering another dimension of existence. Even with that conditioning, the three apostles were astonished when they came out of the stupor. Peter sort of babbled because, says St. Luke, “he did not know what he was saying” (9:33). God the Father was then heard: “This is my chosen Son; listen to Him” (9:35). 

			It is through Christ that the larger life of heaven becomes intelligible. To try to make sense of God on our own results in self-projection, to which the thousands of religious sects invented by mere human agency in our world attest. Left to his own logic, Peter wanted to enshrine the Logos, which is Jesus, as part of a trio, on par with Moses and Elijah. But after the Transfiguration, which Aquinas called the greatest of miracles before the Resurrection, Jesus “was found alone” (Luke 9:36). There is only one God, and we encounter Him in the Second Person of the Holy Trinity. “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). 

			The Holy Spirit graciously induces the deep sleep of the senses so that when human consciousness awakes, it does not confuse the divine Logos with human logic. The deep sleep that attends an encounter with God is different from biological fatigue, intensified by mental strain, such as the sleep that overcame the same three apostles in the Garden of Olives during Christ’s agony. The small disciplines and penances of Lent help to move us from moral slumber to a deeper consciousness of God. Earthly dreams are fantasies, but what God shows us when He detaches us from earthly distractions awakens the soul.
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			Like Light Appearing

			[image: ]

			At the church door last Sunday, I inquired of various visitors where they were from. Some of the answers: Tokyo, Berlin, Moscow, Johannesburg, London, Marseilles. Then there were our own nationals, from Winston-Salem, Austin, Seattle, and other places beyond the typical Manhattanite’s geographical vision. To have all of them worshipping “with the angels and saints” with us illustrates the dictum that the Catholic Church is too universal to be merely international. 

			The United Nations is international, but it does not extend into eternity, even though some of the speeches there might give that impression. Philanthropic organizations may be international in their good works, but the best of them cannot comfort the souls in Purgatory. And even the most prosperous international corporations cannot purchase the merits of the saints in glory. 

			The Catholic Church is not limited to time and space. As the Church Militant, she does cover the globe we live on, but as the Church Expectant she encompasses the holy souls in Purgatory preparing for the Beatific Vision, and as the Church Triumphant she counts in her ranks all the saints “like stars appearing.” 

			Our Lord gave Peter and James and John a glimpse of this when He appeared with Moses and Elijah on Mount Tabor. There are those who glibly suggest that “catholic” means universal only in the international sense. One can be Catholic, though, only by confessing the same true Faith proclaimed by the saints at all times and in all places, as St. Vincent of Lerins famously put it. 

			This high claim shatters spiritual provincialism, by which I mean that kind of trendiness that trims belief to the assumptions of one’s own generation. As Dean Inge said, he who marries the spirit of the age soon becomes a widower. And Chesterton reminded self-conscious progressivists that the Catholic Church “is the only thing that frees a man from the degrading slavery of being a child of his age.”62 

			Catholicism is the only real cosmopolitanism because it is not limited to this fraction of the cosmos, and it is the only authentic sophistication because its “Sophia” is, as Newman taught, “the clear, calm, accurate vision and comprehension of the whole course, the whole work of God.”63 

			Recently, as seems to happen routinely around Lent, a film producer made himself the laughingstock of archaeologists by claiming to have discovered the tomb of Christ — which he also claimed contained proof that Our Lord lived and died a bourgeois, like the rest of men. This sort of hoax seeks to affirm for us that the little world in which we live is the only world. The man who publicized the most recent iteration of this “discovery” does not appear to have adjusted to his own world well: he has been married five times and belongs to the Mars Society — an organization devoted to migration to another planet. Yet, the media salivate after these hoaxes, as though they defined the very frontiers of science and revealed our certain destiny. It is a degrading slavery to fall for such parlor tricks, and we hope that Lent saves many from such servitude. 

			March 11, 2007
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			With Him on the Holy Mountain

			[image: ]

			The same Jesus who was transfigured in glory on the mountain did a very earthy thing in using a whip to expel the moneychangers from the Temple. In the early weeks of Lent the Church recounts both as a reminder that God came into the world to change it. Christ’s glory is displayed that “you might be partakers of the divine nature,” but that glory is contingent upon our “having escaped the corruption that is in the world through lust” (2 Pet. 1:4).

			As Jesus led Peter and James and John up the mountain, so He leads us up to glory, like the priest about to ascend the altar steps in the older form of the Mass: Introibo ad altare Dei (I will go unto the altar of God). That brush with divinity at the Transfiguration, enveloped by a cloud, is a preparation for the conflict between splendor and horror at the foot of the mountain. Pope Leo the Great explains how Our Lord was strengthening the apostles for the Crucifixion to come.

			The kind of life that forgets God’s glory becomes depressed, despite attempts to put on a veneer of happiness — like Cole Porter’s song “Down in the Depths on the Ninetieth Floor.” This does not mean that Christ saves us from conflicts. His followers must enter this world’s gravest conflicts, but the consolation of His glory saves them from being psychologically conflicted. Having led the three apostles up the mountain, He leads them down. More help is needed going down than going up. This is a fact of mountaineering, and it is a fact of life itself. The same three apostles who witnessed Our Lord’s glorious Transfiguration on the mountain attended His agony in the garden. By guiding the apostles down the mountain, Christ was instructing them in the virtue of the faith they would need for the trials ahead.

			While there are more Catholics in the United States now than ever before, many of that number are immigrants and converts. One out of every ten Americans is a former Catholic. Excuses cannot conceal the fact that these people stumbled on the difficult path down from the summit of consolations. As Chesterton said: “Christianity has not been tried and found wanting; it has been found difficult and not tried.”64 

			By being faithful, one proves Newman’s maxim: “A thousand difficulties do not make one doubt.”65 It is too glib to speak of “losing” faith. Bernanos said pointedly, “Faith is not a thing which one ‘loses,’ we merely cease to shape our lives by it.”66

			Our Lord prayed that Peter’s faith would not fail so that he might strengthen the brethren (Luke 22:32). Peter did precisely that to the end of his life: 

			“We did not follow cleverly devised myths. . . . We ourselves heard this voice from Heaven while we were with him on the holy mountain” (2 Pet. 1:16, 18).

			March 15, 2009

			
				
					64	G. K. Chesterton, What’s Wrong with the World?, pt. 1, chap. 5.

				

				
					65	John Henry Newman, Apologia pro Vita Sua, chap. 5.

				

				
					66	Georges Bernanos, Diary of a Country Priest.

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			“Have I Been So Long with You, Philip?”

			[image: ]

			Stupidity is not ignorance. There is no cure for stupidity, but knowledge cures ignorance. Benjamin Franklin said there is no shame in ignorance, as long as you are willing to learn. This is the meaning of Alfred North Whitehead’s dictum: “Not ignorance, but ignorance of ignorance, is the death of knowledge.” Jesus gently prodded Philip: “Have I been so long with you, Philip, and do you still not know me?” (John 14:9). In the glory of the Resurrection, He asked the men on the Emmaus road how it was that they did not understand all that the prophets had written. In each instance, He patiently went on to explain.

			I am not habitually speechless, but I find myself almost tongue-tied at the number of sane and intelligent people who take seriously the claims of the popular novel The Da Vinci Code. Discounting the self-deluded who use it as an excuse to “lose” the faith they never truly had, the situation points up the deep ignorance of many nominal Catholics. This is not an indictment. It is a summons to knowledge.

			The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops has a new website designed to help save people from the gossamer bliss that comes from the anesthetic effects of ignorance. The Da Vinci book creates a fantasy about Mary Magdalene while claiming to base this on serious research. It develops a half-baked version of the heresy of Arius, who was more erudite, if less entrepreneurial, than the novel’s author. The book makes ridiculous and anachronistic speculations about the emperor Constantine and the Christian creed. All this is exposed on the bishops’ website and is treated at even greater length in various pamphlets and books by other writers who have made something of a cottage industry out of showing the delicacy of the novel’s familiarity with history. 

			I suppose it is to be expected that a generation, the majority of whose college seniors cannot identify Lincoln or Churchill, might confuse St. John and St. Mary Magdalene. One can only hope that when a best-selling novel flaunts ignorance to a pyrotechnical degree, readers will realize how easily they are duped and how much they must learn. Lent is an appropriate time for such learning. 

			G. K. Chesterton devoted a book, called The Thing, to the mystery of Catholicism. Anyone who allows his brain a little exercise from time to time will face the fact that the Catholic Church has been the most important “Thing” in the annals of civilization. But if it is only a “Thing,” and not Christ among us, it will haunt to distraction. Catholicism haunts the minds of men as the Ethical Culture Society and Anti-Vivisection Society do not. Haunted men do not write books about albino Unitarian assassins. The whole world was haunted until it was inspired by the Holy Spirit, who leads into all truth. 

			We are free to remain ignorant, as Pontius Pilate preferred to do. It is only speculation, but he may have spent his retirement back in Italy reading some morbid novels.

			March 19, 2006
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			Pirates
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			St. Paul knew from personal experience how difficult it would be for people of various cultures to understand why Jesus had to be crucified. For the more religiously disposed, whose most inspired matrix of belief was Judaism, the very suggestion of a crucified Messiah would be a scandal, while the more theoretical thinkers, none of whom were greater than the Greek philosophers, simply mocked the proposition. 

			Centuries later when the Koran was written, subtleties were abandoned altogether, and Sura 4 plainly says of Jesus, “They slew him not nor crucified him.” The hard trials that our world is facing right now can, in large part, be traced to this denial of the Cross and the Resurrection, for it replaces Christ’s atonement for human sin with a primitive understanding of salvation.

			Exactly 229 years ago this month, when the Barbary pirates were menacing ships of the newborn United States off the coasts of Tunis and Algiers, Thomas Jefferson and John Adams met in London with a Muslim diplomat representing the dey of Algiers to inquire why his religion made his people so hostile to a new country that posed them no threat. They reported to Congress through a letter to John Jay, then secretary of foreign affairs, the ambassador’s explanation that:

			Islam was founded on the Laws of their prophet, [and] that it was written in their Quran, that all nations who should not have acknowledged their authority were sinners, that it was their right and duty to make war upon them wherever they could be found, and to make slaves of all they could take as prisoners, and that every Mussulman who should be slain in battle was sure to go to paradise.

			Islam believes that Jesus was raised bodily to heaven and will return to earth at the end of time. It holds that if Jesus had been crucified, He would have died, and that would have been His end. The consequences of not understanding God’s love, crowned and enthroned, albeit with thorns on a Cross, are vivid now in the horrors being inflicted on Christians in many places. For if God is pure will without reason, whose mercy is gratuitous and has nothing to do with any sort of moral covenant with the human race, then irrational force in His name is licit, and conscience has no role in faith. This is not the eccentric interpretation of extremists; it is the logical conclusion of the assertions in the Quran itself. 

			The true Word of God confounds any crude dismissal of the Crucifixion as though it were a denial, and not a proof of divine power. Jesus spoke of Himself as the true Temple, which, if destroyed, would be raised in three days. “Therefore, when he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this, and they came to believe the Scripture and the word Jesus had spoken” (John 2:22).

			March 8, 2015
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			Laetare, Ierusalem

			[image: ]

			Christ fell three times beneath the Cross. He also got up three times. We fall all the time. The whole human race fell in its first generation. The Fall of Man is misery writ large. What matters for our eternal happiness is that we get up again. So a great saint said, oblivious to his own sanctity, “Not all the saints started well, but they finished well.” 

			The Fourth Sunday of Lent is a chance to reflect on progress and stumbles, to make an inventory of body and soul, and to get up and start again. We are not the ones to judge if we are making progress. Only God can judge that. But it is sufficient that we don’t stay down. Discouragement is a chief strategy of the Prince of Lies. He plays on human pride in two ways, alternating between the presumptuous posture that thinks we are doing fine, and the defeatist posture that assumes we are hopeless. The fable of the tortoise and the hare is a pleasant pagan analogy of this. Aesop told it some six centuries before St. Paul spoke of enduring the race, and the word he uses for the race, agonizomai, is the Greek word for “contest,” which we dramatize into our term “agony.” He is quite cheerful about it, really, and what he emphasizes is that there is hope of a great victory, provided we realize that the spiritual journey is more like a marathon than a sprint. In fact, people who only sprint in life’s journey will enjoy an occasional spiritual “rush,” but they will be disappointed in time of trial. 

			This Fourth Sunday is called Laetare because, like Gaudete Sunday in Advent, it is provided to encourage the runner not to give up. “Rejoice, Jerusalem.” The penitential tone is lessened, and a hint of the Resurrection seeps in. As Pierre Abelard wrote: 

			Now, in the meanwhile, with hearts raised on high,
We for that country must yearn and must sigh,
Seeking Jerusalem, dear native land,
Through our long exile on Babylon’s strand.

			I recently read of a television personality who deals with bouts of depression by hanging upside down. Sometimes the same people who do that sort of thing mock the Church’s precepts for mortifying the senses. Hanging upside down may actually be helpful for the bones and the brain. I do not know. But it seems to me more fitting for bats than for saints. St. Peter was crucified upside down, but not because he was depressed. His was a joy that is promised to all those who follow the Lord. 

			“Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily besets us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us” (Heb. 12:1). 

			March 18, 2007
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			The Hatred Whose Name We Dare Not Speak (Genocide)

			[image: ]

			The fine Latinity of Laetare Sunday means to be joyful, and as the mother of civilization, the Holy Church encourages her children to keep pressing on toward the Easter prize. Just as Eskimos and Arabs have many words for snow and sand, the ample resources of Latin give us more than one word for rejoicing. There is gaude, from which we get gaudy celebration, so in the somber days of Advent we have Gaudete Sunday. Gaude et laetare, Virgo Maria. We shall sing that at Easter, but laetare creeps in on the Fourth Sunday of Lent.

			Back to Greek: I indulge apophasis, which means saying that I am not going to say what I am going to say, to remark that there is no need to mention, in this rose-colored time of Lent, that our brothers and sisters in the Faith in Iraq and Syria are suffering terribly. The Pope and various national leaders have used the word that our chief executive will not pronounce: genocide. If a hapless youth is shot on one of our city streets, it is front-page news, but the beheading of Christian infants in the Middle East hardly gets a comment.

			Our current president has told the United Nations that the future must not belong to those who slander the Prophet of Islam, and he makes a habit of saying that terror attacks have “nothing to do with Islam.” Our government has purged any reference to Islam from military and intelligence training manuals, and immigration policies favor Islam to the extent that, so far this year, 602 Muslim immigrants have been granted asylum while only 2 Christians have. Meanwhile, Christianity is being eradicated in the Middle East, and churches and monasteries destroyed.

			The Knights of Columbus have received more than 25,000 names for a petition asking the secretary of state to designate the systematic mass murder of Christians by the Islamic State (ISIS or ISIL) as genocide. Iraqi and Syrian Christians fear going to refugee camps because they may be killed by Muslim “hit squads.”

			This transcends all the issues that transfix political candidates now seeking to repair what is broken in our nation. We are in the predicament that some of our Founding Fathers faced as they tried to make sense of what was to them an obscure and exotic religion that was damaging American commerce and compromising the new nation’s sovereignty: pirates employed by such Muslim Barbary states as Algiers were enslaving thousands of Americans. 

			In a recent talk to the Islamic Society of Baltimore — which the FBI warned him had radical allegiances — President Obama said that Thomas Jefferson and John Adams had copies of the Quran. He neglected to say that they were not seeking spiritual edification. They were trying to anatomize what was to them a fount of cruelty and an engine of hysteria. Our Lady knew that kind of mentality when she watched her Son dragged through the streets. 

			March 6, 2016
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			Salvation or Narcissism
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			To approach Holy Week is to approach the core of reality. The Incarnation of Christ, by which the divine Second Person of the Holy Trinity also became a real man, contradicts the mood of oriental religions that seek to escape the body. In a problematic world, the limited human intellect prefers excarnation to incarnation. Incarnation makes solemn and magnificent moral demands on the realist. 

			The tragedy of the human condition is its failure to be really real. Holiness is the realization of what we are supposed to be. It does not happen by overcoming the body; it happens by overcoming the ego. This is the “one-ness with God” intended by Christ in His agony in the garden: “And now I am no more in the world, but these are in the world, and I come to thee. Holy Father, keep through thine own name those whom thou hast given me, that they may be one, as we are one” (John 17:11). 

			People focused on themselves seek therapy instead of salvation. Religion, or its substitutes in the form of pop psychology and narcissistic culture, is to them just an emotional attempt to redesign nature to fit one’s illusions. Therapy replaces grace, and then selfishness inverts natural law. When this infects Catholics, self-absorption replaces the worship of God, and Catholic Light becomes Catholic-Lite. 

			As the writer David Brooks puts it, “Here, sins are not washed away. Instead, hurt is washed away. The language of good and evil is replaced by the language of trauma and recovery. There is no vice and virtue, no moral framework to locate the individual within the cosmic infinity of the universe. Instead there are just the right emotions — Do you feel good about yourself? — buttressed by an endless string of vague bromides about how special each person is, and how much we are all mystically connected in the flowing river of life.”67

			His rhetoric about an infinite universe is imprecise, for the universe is a creature and therefore finite, but he hits precisely on the condition that H. Richard Niebuhr detected in the Liberal Protestantism of the 1930s: “A God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a Cross.”68

			The spiritual narcissist cannot exist in the Heavenly Jerusalem because he can look only at himself instead of at God. Hilaire Belloc said, “A man who does not accept the Faith writes himself down as suburban.” Suburbanized Catholicism has nothing to do with where we live. It is the narcissism that rejects the Heavenly City by wanting a therapist instead of a savior. Holy Week shows the world the Passion to save it from such indignity. 

			March 28, 2004
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			Evidence of Birth

			[image: ]

			The Belgian priest and physicist Monsignor Georges Lemaître died in 1966 after receiving news that his theory of the birth of the universe — which he called the “hypothesis of the primeval atom” — had been confirmed by the discovery of cosmic microwave background radiation. 

			Albert Einstein had been slow in coming around to Lemaître’s hypothesis of an expanding universe, now popularly called the “Big Bang” — a term that was first meant in subtle mockery. But then he commended it to further research. Just weeks ago, scientists published evidence of the almost instantaneous expansion of all matter from an infinitesimal particle. The scale and volume of this stuns the human mind. But at least, if the mind cannot grasp this, it can acknowledge it, along with the fact that there was no time or space before that “moment.” It fits well with the record in Genesis — where the voice of the eternal and unlimited God utters light and all consequent creatures into existence.

			Here one must be careful in attributing to physical science an explanation of the “why” as well as the “how” of creation. Theology — equally the highest science — must not confuse itself with physics. As I have mentioned, Cardinal Baronius said in the sixteenth century, “The Bible was written to show us how to go to heaven, not how the heavens go.” In a moment of unguarded enthusiasm in 1951, Pope Pius XII said that Lemaître’s theory proved the existence of God. He humbly backed off when Lemaître told him that a physical hypothesis could do no such thing.

			At the same time, no human hypothesis can tell us what God alone can reveal: that He made the world and all that is in it for His delight. When we delight God by doing His will, His delight infuses His sentient creatures with joy. The composer Gustav Holst may have employed some fanciful theology (theosophy) in giving personalities to seven planets in his famous symphony, but the “jollity” of Jupiter is a compelling metaphor for the joy of the saints.

			Laetare Sunday in the middle of Lent is not so much an interruption of the penitential season as it is an encouragement not to lose the focus of Lent and of life itself on the joy that God offers us in Heaven — where there is no time or space, as it was before the world began. 

			The Church goes “up” to Jerusalem in an earthly sense as a metaphor for moving toward the Heavenly Jerusalem, which “has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (Rev. 21:23). This is a wonder more daunting and challenging than the most abstruse hypotheses of the most brilliant physical scientists. It moves beyond the pleasure of speculation into the purest happiness of encounter. “Rejoice, O Jerusalem; and come together all you that love her.” 

			March 30, 2014
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			Making the Best of Our days

			[image: ]

			Laetare Sunday, marking the midpoint in the path to Easter, is also a road sign to our eternal home. This is not escapism: to know that Heaven is the goal is a formula for making the best of our days on earth. To be “partway there” means that there is a there, unlike Gertrude Stein’s opinion of Oakland, California, that “there is no there there.”

			Christ walked “up to Jerusalem” in order to go up to Heaven, and His cleansing of the Temple in Jerusalem was His sign that He would also cleanse human minds and hearts to “go up” with Him. The mind and heart, that is, the intellect and will, compose the soul, with the intellect consisting of the imagination and reason. Our Lord cleanses by being “the Way, the Truth, and the Life.” As the Way, He guides the imagination to a perception of eternity. As the Truth, He aids the reason to grasp the truth. As the Life, He guides the will to choose life. Just as corrupt men had defiled the Temple, Satan corrupts the soul: he would have us imagine things hellish instead of heavenly, and rationalize lies, and choose death. Baptism cleanses the soul of these corruptions, and confession is a sort of regular maintenance for the cleansed soul.

			Jesus knows of Heaven — “In my Father’s house are many mansions” (John 14:2) — and so He becomes angry when the Temple, as an earthly sign of Heaven, is turned into a bourgeois marketplace. And that anger is also kindled when He sees sin defiling the human soul. As St. Paul says, “Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit?” (1 Cor. 6:19). Christ’s wrath is always righteous because it focuses on evil. He never loses His temper: He finds it to cleanse corruption.

			Divine anger is not a weakness of God, but a sign of His perfection. It is a sign of God’s love for those whom He does not want to lose along the way. Another sign of God’s love is His tears, as when He wept for Lazarus and for all Jerusalem that would be gathered to Him. As His sons and daughters, we have the gift of holy anger, which is destructive only when we “lose our temper.” The solution is to find it, and that we do when we confess our sins, directing our anger at the Prince of Lies. Along with this confession comes the gift of tears, which man alone among all creatures can shed, for the human being is not made for this world alone: “Our immortality / Flows thro’ each tear — sounds in each sigh.”

			Divine wrath saves us from losing our temper and wasting our tears. “The wrath of God is revealed from Heaven” (Rom. 1:18). And it is revealed from Heaven so that we might arrive there.

			March 22, 2009
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			A Benevolent Plan for Each Soul
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			Helen Hayes, a devout Catholic and the daughter in a long Irish fam- ily line, died in 1993 on the feast of St. Patrick. Her acting career spanned nearly seventy years. She was a teenager when she performed in the play Dear Brutus, whose author, Sir J. M. Barrie, also wrote Peter Pan. The play is about people who enter a magic garden to see what they might have become had they chosen different paths in life. The title is from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, where Cassius plots: “The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, but in ourselves, that we are underlings.”

			Blaming the stars for what happens to us was the essence of Greek tragedy, where the hero is a victim of forces beyond his control. That word “tragedy” entered English usage only around 1500. Christians believe in providence rather than in fate: for each soul, God has a benevolent plan, which we are free to accept or reject. Classical tragedy, on the other hand, has little if anything to do with moral choices, and the pagan gods were moved more by whim than by justice.

			Without Christ, culture lapses into the old paganism, blaming “bad luck” or “karma.” The one true God does not throw tantrums like the gods of the pagan pantheon. Because the Jews believed in a just God, they asked Jesus if some people slain by Pontius Pilate were being punished for sin. Then Jesus mentions a natural disaster that killed eighteen people (Luke 13:1–5).

			Addressing this recently, Pope Benedict XVI said: “Jesus invites us to interpret these facts differently, connecting them with conversion: misfortunes, sorrowful events, should not arouse curiosity in us or a seeking of people presumed to be guilty, but they must be occasions for reflecting, for overcoming the illusion of pretending to live without God, and for reinforcing, with the Lord’s help, the commitment to change our life.”69 I am not to blame if I get hit by a brick, but I am accountable for how I respond to the brick and whoever threw it.

			There are two sides to fatalism: pessimism, which expects the worst, and optimism, which presumes the best. “Whoever thinks he is standing secure should take care not to fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). In contrast to both, is the virtue of hope, which trusts that God will not fail us if we do not fail Him. The Crucifixion of the world’s one innocent man was the worst crime in history, but it was not a meaningless tragedy, because it brought good out of evil. Those who are “crucified with Christ” through daily trials are not tragic heroes, but saints. St. Basil says: “Here is man’s greatness, here is man’s glory and majesty: to know in truth what is great, to hold fast to it, and to seek glory from the Lord of glory.”70

			March 14, 2010
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			“He Who Believes Shall Be Saved”
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			Maewyn Succat did not have an easy time embracing the Faith. Although his father, Calpurnius, was a deacon, Maewyn indulged a spirited youthful rebellion against what he had been taught, and it was only after being kidnapped by superstitious people called Druids that he realized the difference that Christianity makes in the souls of men and the character of cultures. This was in the fifth century, and Maewyn, probably born in the Cumbria part of England near the Scottish lands, was roughly contemporary with the bishop Augustine in North Africa, who watched the decay of the Roman Empire. Maewyn eventually became a bishop in Rome, where Pope Celestine I renamed him Patricius, which means “Father of his people.” His people were to be in the land of Eire, where he had suffered in virtual slavery.

			Patrick was neither the first nor the only man to bring the gospel to Ireland. Foundations were also laid by such missioners as Palladius, Ciarán of Saighir, Auxilius, Secundinus, and Iserinus. One reason Patrick was sent to Ireland was to stem the spread of the Nestorian heresy, which misrepresented the hypostatic union of Christ as true God and true man. A couple of centuries later, Nestorians in the East would influence Mohammed’s misunderstanding of Christ. Patrick was not subtle when it came to the truth: “That which I have set out in Latin is not my words but the words of God and of apostles and prophets, who, of course, have never lied. He who believes shall be saved, but he who does not believe shall be damned. God has spoken.”71

			If Patrick, whom the archdiocese of New York is privileged to invoke as its patron, could witness what has become of his feast in the streets of our city, he might think that the Druids were having their revenge. He certainly would decry the notion that his feast was merely a celebration of an ethnic identity that was not his, or of a conviviality not rooted in Christian moral reason. This Saint Patrick’s Day, Maewyn/Patricius would bond more instinctively with the beheaded and crucified martyrs in the Middle East and Nigeria (whose official patron is Patrick) who are now spilling their blood for Christ, than with some revelers on Fifth Avenue spilling beer. There is a difference between martyrs and leprechauns. 

			This is not to dampen good spirits and rightful celebration, risky though they are in these forty days, when the shadow of the Cross looms larger daily. But it is a reminder of the cost of discipleship in a cynical culture, and of the heavy cost of succumbing to the threats of the morally bewildered — who with adolescent petulance long to intimidate the Church that carried the Gospel across the Irish Sea. Patrick said when he braved the dark pagan groves: “If I be worthy, I live for my God to teach the heathen, even though they may despise me.”72 
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			The Courage to Continue
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			The annals are replete with the failures of famous figures. Although some accounts are embellished, Abraham Lincoln’s setbacks are daunting. He lost his job and was defeated for the state legislature in 1832 and then failed in business. He had a nervous breakdown in 1836 and was defeated for Speaker of the Illinois House two years later. In 1843 his nomination for Congress failed, and he was defeated for the U.S. Senate in 1854 and 1858, between which he lost the nomination for the vice presidency.

			That is only half of the picture. After disappointment in 1832, he was elected captain of the Illinois militia in the Black Hawk War. Following the failure of his business, he was appointed postmaster of New Salem and was twice elected to the state legislature. His law practice grew, and he was admitted to plead before the U.S. Supreme Court. His rejection for land officer in 1849 was followed by the offer of the governorship of the Oregon Territory, which he declined. He dusted himself off and was elected president in 1860.

			Winston Churchill long struggled with his “Black Dog” of depression. His advocacy of the disastrous Gallipoli campaign in the First World War seemed to put him on the shelf of ruined men, and from then on he was often mocked, painting pictures to keep moral balance during his “Wilderness Years.” Only because Lord Halifax demurred the premiership following Chamberlain’s resignation did King George VI appoint Winston as a second choice in 1940. Early war defeats seemed overwhelming. The military occupation of Norway was a demoralizing calamity.

			The point is that if one falls, one can get up again. Churchill said, “Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.” This counsel is more than the banal “positive thinking” of glib men. It is rooted in a genuine humility that is willing to be helped up by a conviction of Providence, rather than refusing to get up out of crippling pride. Still, such persistence was a specimen only of natural virtue. Great figures in history who perdured are not in the choirs of saints unless they have also employed the theological virtues of faith, hope, and love. Not all the great are saints, but all the saints are great. As I’ve mentioned before, Saint John Vianney said: “Not all saints started well, but all of them ended well.”

			In the Stations of the Cross we recollect: “Jesus falls a first time. Jesus falls a second time. Jesus falls a third time.” That makes sense only if we also whisper: “Jesus gets up a first time. Jesus gets up a second time. Jesus gets up a third time.” When the Antichrist tries to push us down, Christ can lift us up to life eternal. “Even if good people fall seven times, they will get back up. But when trouble strikes the wicked, that is the end of them” (Prov. 24:16).

			March 22, 2015
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			The Secret of Joy
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			The sociopath is the photographic negative of Christ, in whom we can see the Father. In the sociopath, we catch a glimpse of the Prince of Lies. The sociopath makes sorrow a contagion, while Christ spreads joy (cf. John 15:11) by giving Himself to us as “grace,” which enables us to love. The sociopath cannot love because he is frozen within himself. The youthful Saul of Tarsus may have been a budding sociopath, destructive in his self-regard, but the Risen Christ changed all that. Sixty percent of the occurrences of the word “joy” in the New Testament are from St. Paul, who did not know its meaning before his conversion. 

			In Greek, “joy” and “grace” sound much the same, for hara is nurtured and perfected by haris. St. Paul says (2 Cor. 2:3ff) that “my joy is the joy of you all,” and he urges us to save others from becoming “swallowed up with overmuch sorrow.” That word “overmuch” is the craft of the King James translation and needs no updating in our conflicted world. In St. Paul, and in all the saints, is sensed the personality of Christ whom some adored and some scorned, but whom no one ever found manipulative. And not even His enemies found Him depressing.

			By following Our Lord as He walks into the cauldron of the earthly Jerusalem, with its rampant pathologies, the Church also walks toward the heavenly Jerusalem, where all is joy, because all are looking at God instead of themselves.

			“Be glad and rejoice for ever and ever for what I am creating, because I now create Jerusalem ‘Joy’ and her people ‘Gladness.’ I shall rejoice over Jerusalem and exult in my people. No more will the sound of weeping or the sound of cries be heard in her; in her, no more will be found the infant living a few days only, or the old man not living to the end of his days. To die at the age of a hundred will be dying young; not to live to be a hundred will be the sign of a curse. They will build houses and inhabit them, plant vineyards and eat their fruit” (Isa. 65:18–21).

			March 21, 2010
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			House of Grace
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			One of the most redundant expressions in common use is “a living saint.” There are no dead saints, though they pass through death. Saints living in our midst are just in the first stage of that process. Their liveliness is not just a spectacle to admire, but a model to follow. 

			In Holy Week, the Church follows Our Lord along the path He walked in history. The saints follow Him as their Savior from sin and death. When He healed the paralytic at the pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem, He warned him: “See, you are made well. Sin no more, so that something worse does not happen to you” (John 5:14). What could be worse than being paralyzed for thirty-eight years like that man? Worse than physical sickness is sickness of soul. Christ cures that in baptism and confession. A quadriplegic with a pure soul can attain eternal glory, when even an Olympic runner without divine grace cannot. 

			After He had healed the man, Jesus went into hiding, for He had not come to cure the flesh, but to cure the fatal contagion of mortality itself. In Passiontide, by an old tradition, the crucifix is veiled as a sign of this, and statues of saints are covered too, because Christ’s followers do not walk abroad while He is in the shadows. This is not fanciful stage acting. It is the living history of which all of us are part. Formerly, many scholars, such as the cynical Alfred Loisy, thought St. John’s description of the pool of Bethesda might have been inaccurate or misinterpreted, but very recently archaeologists uncovered the full splendor of the pool of Bethesda just as the Beloved Apostle described it. Beth Chesda is Hebrew for “House of Grace,” and that grace was real and effective, not by the water in the pool but by the will of Christ, whose simple command cured a man. 

			The liturgical reliving of the Passion is different from nostalgia. A wit said that nostalgia is history after a few drinks. The solemn liturgies walk us through the events that open the gates to eternal life, and this aperture into eternity is as real as the Golden Gate that opened on the first Palm Sunday and the tombstone that rolled away on the first Easter. Passion Sunday this year is the first anniversary of the death of Pope John Paul II at 9:27 P.M. in the Apostolic Palace. The Vatican is still there, and John Paul’s successor is there, serenely leading the flock as the newest successor of Peter. John Paul is no less alive now that he has gone, as he prayed, to the “House of the Father.” 

			In these days, the Church prays for the catechumens about to enter the Church in the Easter Vigil, that they and all of us may give thanks for such great mysteries.

			April 3, 2006
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			Humility Simplifies
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			All the way to Heaven is already Heaven,” said St. Catherine of Siena — for those who follow Christ, who does not merely show the way but is the Way. It is also the case that all the way to Easter is already Easter for those who love the Lord, even in Lent. The Liturgy is an entrance into the mystery of eternity, which is why the feasts and fasts overlap and intersect. The Liturgy is not playacting, and those who think it is tend to turn the drama of salvation into didactic melodrama, replacing holy water with sand, and staging self-conscious “liturgical dancing” instead of the solemn rituals of the rubrics, and so forth. The mystery we enter through the Liturgy is real enough and does not need contrived mystification. Through ardent prayer the Church perceives real glimpses of Easter joy even in the midst of Lenten penance, just as Easter joy does not hide the Cross, through which the triumph over death was won. 

			In Lent there are glimpses of Easter joy in two feasts we call solemnities because of their importance: the solemnity of St. Joseph and the solemnity of the Annunciation. In St. Joseph’s yes to God when he wed Our Lady, despite his bewilderment at the circumstances of her pregnancy, and in the Virgin Mary’s yes to God, despite her own incomplete comprehension of what the Lord was doing, are seen the way to enter into heavenly joy on earth and know that “peace which passes all understanding” (Phil. 4:7). These feasts do not interrupt the tone of Lent. They keep it on course toward the goal of all living. 

			Pride complicates life, and humility simplifies it, and total humility attains spiritual perfection. Blessed Teresa of Calcutta had a formula for this: “Just give God permission.” Once a soul “gives God permission” in confession and daily mortification of selfishness, God empowers the virtues to accomplish what He wants. The sublime consummation of this is in Our Lord’s own obedience to His Father at the start of His holy agony: “Not my will but Thine be done” (Luke 22:42).

			St. Bernardine of Siena considered how this works, with special reference to the model of St. Joseph: “There is a general rule concerning all special graces granted to any human being. Whenever the divine favor chooses someone to receive special grace, or to accept a lofty vocation, God adorns the person chosen with all the gifts of the Spirit needed to fulfill the task at hand.”73 

			Dying with the ineffable consolation of Our Lord and Our Lady at his deathbed, St. Joseph is the patron saint of a holy death each of us prays for. He could claim the promise that each day of Lent both anticipates and already senses: “Good and faithful servant, enter into the joy of your Lord” (Matt. 25:21).

			March 25, 2007
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			Your Step Gets Firm and Sure
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			In 1943, just up the street from our church, in the Hotel New Yorker, the pioneer of electrical inventions, including alternating current, Nikola Tesla died in room 3327. He wrote: “With ideas it is like with dizzy heights you climb: At first they cause you discomfort and you are anxious to get down, distrustful of your own powers; but soon the remoteness of the turmoil of life and the inspiring influence of the altitude calm your blood; your step gets firm and sure and you begin to look — for dizzier heights.”74

			St. Peter obeyed Our Lord and got out of his fishing boat to take a step on the water. That first step, which must have seemed dizzying, made all the difference in the course of world history. The apostle James was in that boat and watched what happened. Later he would write: “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you” (James 4:8). Taking the first step is an act of faith. Babies have faith enough in their thrilled parents to hold their hands as they bid them take the first step. From that step proceeds all the walks through life.

			From time to time, one counsels a young person hesitant to take a first step: to accept a new job, or to propose marriage, or to seek the priesthood. The challenge can be intimidating in our culture, whose chief seduction is to find comfort and security. Nothing great or noble has been achieved by seeking safety. Jesus promised: “Seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you” (Matt. 6:33). That means taking the first step toward Jesus, and then He will step toward you. The surest way to make it up the staircase without tripping is to focus on the top landing. But it all begins with the first step.

			The poet Horace said in the first book of his Odes: “Carpe diem, quam minimum credula postero” — roughly meaning: “Seize today and don’t worry about tomorrow.” That was about a generation before Jesus said in a Judean backwater: “Come, follow me.” Today. The book of Numbers speaks of “journeying” nearly ninety times, and that journeying, which is a microcosm of the entire human experience, began with one first step.

			In response to the credulous Cardinal de Polignac, who claimed that the martyr St. Denis had carried his decapitated head two miles, the caustic wit Marie Anne Marquise du Deffand said, “Il n’y a que le premier pas qui coûte” (It’s the first step that counts). 

			By an incontestable logic, if we can manage just one first step toward Jesus, He will walk with us all the way to Easter and to Heaven itself. 

			March 13, 2016

			
				
					74	Nikola Tesla, “On Electricity” (address on the occasion of the commemoration of the introduction of Niagara Falls power in Buffalo at the Ellicot Club, January 12, 1897), Electrical Review, January 27, 1897, posted on the website of Twenty-First Century Books, http://www.tfcbooks.com/. 
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			The Sanhedrin Today

			[image: ]

			Christ performed miracles, or “signs,” to explain His approaching death and Resurrection. He gave sight to the blind man (John 9) to describe the virtue of faith, by which we recognize the power of His victory over death.

			He took the initiative in His approach to the blind man. This means, first, that faith comes from God and is not the invention of our wishful thinking. “In this is love: not that we have loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as expiation for our sins” (1 John 4:10). Secondly, faith requires obedience. Although the blind man could have washed in any water, Christ commanded that he wash in the Pool of Siloam. By doing so, the blind man conformed his will to God’s, just as the leper Naaman washed in the Jordan according to Elisha’s command, although he first objected that the rivers Abana and Pharpar in his native Syria were better, as rivers go. 

			Our limited reason may question the logic of God’s commandments, but what matters is not logic but the Logos, the source of all logic. Jesus resolved this conflict between perception and the source of perception in his own human nature: “Not my will, but thine, be done” (Luke 22:42). When the blind man did God’s will, he was changed: no longer an obsequious beggar but a winner in debate with the Pharisees. Defeated, the Pharisees could only try to get rid of him.

			Pride blinds the heart to reality. Our Lord predicted that some would not believe, even “were one raised from the dead” (Luke 16:31). Moral blindness prefers impressions to facts. An example is the Holy Father’s recent apostolic journey to Africa. On one occasion, Pope Benedict offered Holy Mass in the presence of one million people. To the Pope’s sorrow, some were killed or injured in a rush to get near him. But it seemed that much of the faithless media rushed to get away from him. They ignored the Pope’s message of salvation and mocked his moral teaching. 

			On the subject of stemming disease by the use of contraceptives, the Pope was telling the obvious truth about moral reality and was corroborated statistically by scientists such as Edward Green, senior research scientist at Harvard’s School of Public Health and director of its AIDS Prevention Research Project. Yet more than four thousand press releases said the Pope was ignorant. A former French prime minister, Alain Juppé, speaking as though from a high moral platform, said, “This Pope is beginning to pose a problem” and “is living in a situation of total autism.”75 

			The Sanhedrin said much of the same of Christ. But Christ, who is the Beginning, is also the End, and so He always has the last word. He speaks to the Pharisees of all ages: “If you were blind, you would have no sin; but now you are saying ‘We see,’ so your sin remains” (John 9:41).

			March 29, 2009
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			Allegory
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			In As You Like It, Shakespeare spoke of all the world as a stage. He invoked the stage to represent human experience, just as William Jennings Bryan spoke of a “cross of gold” to stand for his day’s controversial gold standard. Bryan may have been something of a blowhard, and certainly not Shakespeare’s aesthetic twin, but both mastered the art of metaphor — using a word as a stand-in for something else. If you stretch out a metaphor, you get an allegory, so that a narrative poem such as Virgil’s Aeneid represents all the ups and downs of life, and Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings is palpably about Christian spiritual combat, even though Tolkien strongly denied that his Catholicism infused it.

			It is tempting to embrace Holy Week as the greatest of all allegories — “the greatest story ever told” — for the tragedy and triumph of Christ do indeed surpass all other stories. The flaw and danger is that such rhetoric might give the impression that it is only a story, loose with facts and too emotive to have actually happened. The apostles did not think so. They were so shocked by it that the risen Christ had to coax them out of their moral stupor and show them that He was not a ghost, just as He berated the two men on the Emmaus road for not having understood that these events had to happen. 

			In long retrospect, the days from Palm Sunday to Easter were not an allegory; more precisely, they were what every noble allegory tries to portray. Man is the allegory and Christ is the fact, and the whole life of grace consists in growing day by day into that fact, rather than living as half human, compromised by sin, like a machine with a dying battery. The life of Christ is not an allegory; our lives are an allegory of the life of Christ. “You have not chosen me: I have chosen you” (John 15:16).

			Plato’s allegory of the cave is a strong image of how we perceive existence from a limited human perspective. People chained in a cave see images illuminated by a fire behind them only as shadows cast onto the wall they face. That is the way the human intelligence perceives reality unaided by God. Christ abolishes the shadows and lets us see the ultimate realities directly: Death, Judgment, Heaven and Hell. St. Paul called our daily concerns and perceptions “things which are a mere shadow of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Christ” (Col. 2:17).

			Jesus does not want those He loves to live limited lives. The old lament was, “Man is like a mere breath; his days are like a passing shadow” (Ps. 144:4). In Holy Week, the Cross is not a fabricated metaphor. It is the truth that can make our lives eternal. 

			March 20, 2016
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			The Gate of Mercy

			[image: ]

			On Palm Sunday, Our Lord entered the city that symbolizes all civi- lization. Jerusalem was never the same again, nor was the world. The Golden Gate through which Our Lord entered, called the Gate of Mercy (Sha-ar Harachamin) by the Jews, was to be the portal through which the Messiah entered history. 

			Refusing to believe that Jesus was the Messiah, and to thwart any Messiah’s entrance in the future, the Ottoman Sultan Suleiman I blocked up the Golden Gate in 1541 and placed a cemetery outside it. But he had closed the barn door too late. 

			Christ cannot be kept out of history. He can be kept out of individual lives, though, and He can be repudiated by the civilization He shaped. Many who despise the Christian civilization of which they are part refuse to acknowledge that without the Holy Spirit, those attributes of civilization they enjoy, and even exploit, cannot be sustained. 

			George Weigel recently pointed out that without the cohesive vision of man revealed in Christ there would be no concept of the freedom and of the dignity of man — which logically led to the dignity of woman, the abolition of slavery, freedom of expression, and the sanctity of life in all its stages. Nor would there be knowledge of creation, rational order, or a purpose for history — which is the matrix for physical science and the university. 

			Without Christ, the plastic and musical arts would not have attained their highest achievements, nor would there even be humor in its most benign and self-satirical forms — for that is based on humility, which is not a developed virtue outside the Judeo-Christian tradition. The noblest pagans had no concept of humility. 

			Cultural progress is not inevitable, and it is possible to regress to a barbaric state. Theocratic legal systems that do not recognize Christian justice as we know it allow rights for nonbelievers only as a privilege that can be withdrawn. We need only look back on the Marxist and National Socialist empires to see the consequences of blocking the gates of civilization to the Messiah. Barbarians always are milling about, and civilization admits them to its own peril. 

			In Holy Week, Our Lord reminds us that if the voices of the prophets and saints are silenced, the very stones of civilization will cry out in His praise (Luke 19:40). The human will has the choice to welcome its Messiah or to fall silent, but in that silence can be heard a terrible destruction at work. The Church opens her heart to the Lord in Holy Week and resumes annually the joyful task of transforming civilization, and that can be accomplished in the city only when it is accomplished in individual souls.

			“Lift up your heads, O ye gates, and be ye lift up, ye everlasting doors; and the King of glory shall come in” (Psalm 24:7).

			March 16, 2008
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			Faithful Thomas

			[image: ]

			The greatest week of the year introduces the Triduum — the glorious three days that have changed the world forever — as a procession. All life is a procession in the obvious movement from yesterday to today to tomorrow. The physical procession walked on Palm Sunday begins the steps we walk daily with Our Lord to His temporary tomb. None of this is “play-acting” like a Passion Play; while still in time, we actually are with Our Lord. 

			In recent years, there has been a widespread loss of the numinous character of the Liturgy whereby heaven and earth meet. The less a people understand the true drama of the authentic rites, the more they lapse into tasteless theatrics and contrived sentimentality, rather like the old vaudevillians who wrapped themselves in a flag or held a baby when their act was failing. Happily, the Church in many places is beginning to recover from the unfortunate generation of abuses in worship. Step by step, younger people are being introduced to their great heritage in the solemn chants and actions of the sacred rites. In addition, there are nonliturgical devotions to help the faithful, such as the Stations of the Cross. This year, for the first time in a long while, the Liturgy of the Passion on Good Friday will be preceded in the Church of St. Michael by the Three Hours Devotion from noon to three, with meditations on the Seven Last Words.

			Walking with Our Lord in these days requires faith and reason. In his 1998 encyclical Fides et Ratio, Pope John Paul II wrote: “Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth; and God has placed in the human heart a desire to know the truth — in a word, to know himself — so that, by knowing and loving God, men and women may also come to the fullness of truth about themselves (cf. Exod. 33:18; Ps. 27:8–9; 63:2–3; John 14:8; 1 John 3:2).” 

			A prime example of this is the apostle Thomas. His ardor was seen when he was willing to risk his life by going with Christ to Jerusalem (see John 11:16). These were not empty words: tradition has him traveling to Syria and Persia and dying for his Lord in India. But his faith also exercised his reason. He asks the Lord where He is going, because he does not know (John 14:5). After the Resurrection, he says he will not believe that it is the Lord unless he can touch the wounds (John 20:25). 

			These are examples of doubt, but a doubt that is reasonable. Our Lord obliges by declaring Himself “The Way, the Truth and the Life” (John 14:6). And on the eighth day of the Resurrection, He moves Thomas to utter what Pope Benedict XVI called the greatest profession of faith in the Scriptures: “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28). 

			In these great days, let us walk with the whole Church, including that apostle called Doubting Thomas, who in fact was Rational Thomas and Faithful Thomas. 

			April 13, 2014
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			Salvation from the Ultimate Slavery
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			We cannot overestimate the gift of the Resurrection, which frees mortal humanity from eternal death. This is the ultimate freedom. All other desires to be free in one form or another, which are the natural urgings of man to realize his dignity, are metaphors for freedom from death. 

			During Lent, the civil calendar marked the two hundredth anniversary of the abolition of slavery in the British Empire, which would be prelude, a couple of generations later, to abolition in our country. The crucial figure in that movement was William Wilberforce, about whom an excellent film is now being shown. It touches on, but not enough, I think, the Christian inspiration for his endeavors. He was an evangelically inclined member of the Established Church of England. Of his four sons, three became Catholic, and important figures in the Oxford movement. I was privileged to know his great-grandson, a devout Catholic gentleman. 

			Slavery took many forms throughout history and is wrongly understood simply as a racial phenomenon. In most forms of slavery over the ages, people were enthralled by members of their own race, and in many times slaves were important educators and had political influence. Slavery in all its forms degrades the enslaver by its assumption that one of God’s children has a right to “own” another of God’s children. 

			Where Christianity was disdained, slavery flourished. Many people also defended slavery in the name of a twisted concept of Christianity. The abolition of slavery was a Christian achievement, and where slavery remains in the world today, it is promoted by enemies of Christianity. 

			The great St. Anselm, an archbishop of Canterbury who was born of Burgundian parents in Tuscany, held a church council in London in 1102 that abolished slavery in no uncertain terms. “Let no one hereafter presume to engage in that nefarious trade in which hitherto in England men were usually sold like brute animals.”76 Offenders of this abolitionist decree were subject to excommunication. 

			The mysterious and — for the lukewarm — unpleasant reality is that if we allow ourselves to be enslaved to mortal sin by the Prince of Lies, we are excommunicated for all eternity, and the word for that is damnation. In the first Eucharistic Prayer, we pray to be saved from this damnation. Christ saves us from that. 

			Our parish is dedicated to Our Savior, and churches are not dedicated to platitudes. We need salvation. To be enslaved to sin is worse than to be enslaved to some ancient Persian overlord or a more modern Simon Legree. On Palm Sunday, Our Savior entered the Golden Gate of Jerusalem to break the chains of death and abolish eternal slavery. This is the world’s greatest joy, and in these holy days, all the solemn ceremonies, by their very solemnity, celebrate the intensity of that immeasurable triumph that Christ won by His own blood. 

			April 1, 2007
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			The One Drama That Is Real
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			When Philip brought some Greeks to Christ, Our Lord said, almost as a hymn: “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified” (John 12:23). This happened after He had entered Jerusalem in an extravagant fashion: He who often fled from crowds orchestrated a triumphant pageant to fit what the prophets had said about how the Messiah would enter the holy city. He may also have sardonically been conforming to the protocols of majesty to embarrass the pompous authorities, who gave undue importance to appearances.

			We know little about Philip after the Resurrection, save for an uncertain tradition that he preached in Phrygia and was martyred at Hierapolis. That we know little about him says much about him: his whole function was to become invisible so that people might see Jesus through him. This is a definition of sanctity: cupio dissolvi — to disappear so that Christ might appear (Phil. 1:23). Philip’s lack of self-consciousness helped him first to introduce Nathanael to Christ (John 1:45); then he brought crowds. 

			In Philip, we see what Archbishop Fénelon tried to describe to the future king of France and to many others tempted with gossamer glory: “God’s glory so expands itself, and so fills the mind, that the other motive, that of our own happiness, becomes so small, and so recedes from our inward notice, as to be practically annihilated. It is then that God becomes what he ever ought to be — the center of the soul, to which all its affections tend; the great moral sun of the soul, from which all its light and all its warmth proceed.”77

			In Holy Week, the Liturgies are not a performance that we watch. We are on the stage, and the stage is not a theater but the world itself. This is the one drama among all dramas that is real, for it is the entire experience of the human race, all that was and will be, encapsulated in a few days. Christ “recapitulates” the encounter of man and God in Himself. As Pope Benedict says, Jesus is “the face of God,” and in these days that face is broken and bleeding as proof that God, who made the drama, is also in the drama.

			In Holy Week, the Christian should be like Philip when he brought foreigners to Christ. There are many in our city who say, like those Greek visitors, “Sir, we would see Jesus” (John 12:21). The merely curious sightseers in our city say that, as do those earnestly seeking baptism, for they are reaching for Christ the Way. The cynics in our city say that because their disdain for humbug is a fugitive desire for Christ the Truth. The atheists in our city say that, for every deadening denial of the existence of Christ is their gasping for Christ the Life.

			April 5, 2009
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			Greatness and Goodness
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			It seems to me that greatness exists on two levels. One is that of those who do important things for the general society. Historians may debate whether this encompasses bad as well as good things. After all, there have been figures in history who were called great because they affected the world importantly, if dolorously. Napoleon changed the world in many ways, but he did so cruelly, at the cost of hundreds of thousands of lives and the exaction of unimaginable suffering. Then there have been those who saved civilization from near calamity. 

			If greatness as moral good is not part of the calculus, then bad men as well as good can be called great, if their influence was vast, and whether for the good or for the bad. Stalin and Mao Tse-tung, for instance, killed more people and imposed more horrors than anyone else in history, but through the lens of moral indifference, they were great figures, if only because their crimes were on such a scale.

			From a moral perspective, greatness is the peculiar laurel of those who have not done things on a great scale, but who did things that were good in defiance of things bad. As a teenager, I had already decided that Winston Churchill was a great man for the good, so in 1961 I persuaded my father — the greatest of men in my life — to accompany me into Manhattan to see Churchill when he visited Bernard Baruch. There was no conversation, only a nod and pleasing comment. It was all I needed for contact with greatness.

			Later I read that Churchill thought the three most regrettable sadnesses were those of lives worn down by toil, worry, and boredom. For all his hard work and worries and boring years as a man scorned, Churchill was never worn down by them. That is a matter of natural virtue and a key to moral greatness. Yet Jesus was more than a great man that way. When He entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, some — guileless children and wizened elders — cheered Him as a great man, but He was more than that, and anyone who defines Him as only that misses the point. His divine nature, perfectly united with His human nature, exulted in common carpentry, just as much as He did in summoning all the galaxies into existence from the first light. His human worries were a descant on His insight into how heavy human hearts missed the fugitive beauty of the lilies of the field. Nothing bored Him: not a single sparrow, nor a hair on a head.

			On the first Palm Sunday, those who remained with Jesus were transformed: work would be a votive offering and not a burden; worry would gentle into prudence; and boredom would be banished. For proof, there is the fact that Jesus the toiler would not worry about what the Father had prepared. And He who never was bored was the only man who never bored anyone.

			March 29, 2015
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			A Loftier Judgment
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			As Christ moved day by day toward the Cross, the Palm Sunday crowds thinned out. So it is in every generation when the Holy Church takes stands inhospitable to the regnant conceits of the age. There were no fair-weather friends on Calvary. By tracing Our Savior’s footsteps in this Holy Week, we sign up with Him and against His foes. Some crucified Him out of ignorance and others out of malice, but the motives did not mitigate the suffering.

			Since the Passion was the mystery of God’s love beyond human comprehension, Jesus said from the Cross that even those who acted viciously for their own ends did not know what they were doing. And there were those who, like the daydreams of Adam, would try to make themselves God, in an exercise of what Newman called “those giants, the passion and pride of man.”78

			Christ was crucified by some who invoked religion to justify themselves. It was not like the politician who recently said she was praying to St. Joseph to pass a health-care bill that the Catholic bishops have said violates the sanctity of life and the freedom of conscience. That legislation is the most recent reminder that the Passion of Christ, victorious once and for all, is nonetheless relived in every spiritual struggle. This is why Pascal said that Christ is in agony until the end of the world. He said that because Christ Himself said: “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me” (Matt. 25:40).

			Pontius Pilate and Herod struck a deal so that Christ might die. By their compromise, they “became friends with each other that very day” (Luke 23:12). Christ did not bring them together; their rejection of Christ did. Any legislation that denies constitutional rights will be subject to judicial review, and the present health bill, which will impose an estimated half a trillion dollars in new taxes, will be answerable in the next election, but any legislation that achieves its ends by canceling Christ out of the social equation will be answerable to a loftier judgment. Pilot and Herod claimed they were acting for the good of the people. Pilate seems to have acted out of a lack of wisdom, and Herod out of a lack of intelligence. The compromise they reached was the alchemy of disaster. Likewise, those in our day who think that the promise of an executive order will prevent taxpayer funding of abortion are sadly mistaken. They may think they have secured “peace for our time,” and may even say to their friends, as Chamberlain told the British people in 1938: “And now I recommend you to go home and sleep quietly in your beds.” And, whether naïve or dense, they will give thanks that Poland was never invaded, and unborn life is safe.

			March 28, 2010

			
				
					78	Newman, The Idea of a University, discourse 5, section 9. 

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Christ Enters the City 
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			This Lent has seen in play the adage — almost a law — that the amount of time required to complete a task is equal to the amount of time available. Last year, Easter was almost as early as it can ever be, and all was accomplished on time. This year, Easter is almost as late as it can ever be, and there still is a bit of a rush to get ready. But every year the Lord is in charge, while He entrusts His creation to human creatures as His cooperators in making the world anew. 

			By the Incarnation, Christ, who is the “Word made Flesh,” led mankind, as true man, to divine glory, as true God. “God did not appoint angels to be rulers of the world to come, and that world is what we are talking about. . . . As it was his purpose to bring a great many of his sons into glory, it was appropriate that God, for whom everything exists and through whom everything exists, should make perfect, through suffering, the leader who would take them to their salvation” (Heb. 2:5, 10).

			When the Savior announced that He would go to Jerusalem to “awaken” His friend Lazarus, Thomas volunteered himself and his fellow apostles to accompany Jesus on what they thought was a suicide mission: “Let us also go, that we may die with Him” (John 11:16). When Jesus came to the outskirts of Bethany, He was met by St. Martha, who on an earlier occasion had kept to herself in the kitchen: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died” (John 11:21). In each instance is seen the transforming power of Christ’s love, a potency over human hearts that would come into full play in the Passion.

			Today Jesus enters Manhattan as once He entered Jerusalem, and the characters in the city are the same, for cities may change, but human nature does not. Whether He enters by the Royal Gates or the Brooklyn Bridge, the avenues have their cheering crowds, sullen bystanders, cynics, traitors, and worshippers. The mass media may try to make sense of it, or ignore it, but the procession goes on, with its innocent children, anxious apostles, and curious onlookers: “If these were silent, the very stones would cry out” (Luke 19:40). 

			There, too, with an air of condescension and irritation, are the governors and judges and savants who resent this intrusion into their establishment. As Christ enters the city, He judges every personality, and this He does simply by a glance of His eye and the look on His face: His merciful presence is more wonderfully salvific and frightfully damning than any word.

			Rise up, Lord, let men not be complacent:
	Let the nations come before you to be judged.
Put fear into them, Lord:
	Let them know that they are only men. 
(Ps. 9:19–20)

			April 17, 2011
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			The Flesh and Blood of This Jesus
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			In the holiest week of the year, Lent ends with the Wednesday liturgies. The Triduum begins with Holy Thursday, commemorating the institution of the Sacred Priesthood and Eucharist. Christ provides this heavenly food for our brief earthly lifetime of service to Him. Holy Thursday renews the adoration of Christ’s Presence at the altar. Our world has forgotten the Mass to a shocking and, literally, deadly degree. The soul starves without the Mass. 

			Failure to adore Christ in the Mass comes from the curse of self-adoration. This is as old as the human race. In our day it has been furthered by wrong teaching about the Eucharist. Seven years ago, the Church formed a Vox Clara (clear voice) commission to provide a more accurate translation of the sacred texts as well as encourage use of the sonorous Latinity that is the universal heritage of the Western Rite. Many have been working on this, and I was assigned a small part in it, from which experience I have learned how difficult it is to translate authentically. 

			Much of the Novus Ordo (revised Mass) has not been satisfactory, and to this problem have been added many abuses that the Holy See is now also attempting to reform. In this holy season, new instructions and admonitions will be published. Some liturgists who already protest that it will be hard to adjust to this are the same people who promoted changes so radical that they have been devastating to Eucharistic worship. Their “renewal” has resulted in a 50 percent decline in Mass attendance in the past generation and a growing ignorance of the Real Presence. 

			We do not change the Mass. The Mass changes us. St. Gregory of Nyssa said that the Blessed Sacrament of Christ’s Body and Blood is not so much consumed by us as we are consumed by it. In recent years, our society has suffered substance abuse, sexual abuse, financial abuse, marriage abuse, and countless offenses against the natural order. The most devastating abuse is to abuse Christ. To abuse the Mass is to crucify Christ and to “eat and drink to our own condemnation.” The two go together, for as St. John Chrysostom says, in the Eucharist “we become a single body . . . members of His flesh and bone of His bone. . . . He blends Himself with us so that we might become one single entity.”79 

			In second-century Rome, St. Justin Martyr, who was beheaded under Marcus Aurelius, told the emperor: “We come together to celebrate the Eucharist. No one is allowed to partake except those who believe as true the things which we teach. . . . We do not receive this food as ordinary bread and as ordinary drink. We are taught that the food over which the prayer of thanksgiving, the word received from Christ, has been said . . . is the flesh and blood of this Jesus who became flesh.”80 

			April 4, 2004
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			Eastertide
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			The Lord of All Time
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			You, O Death, Are Annihilated

			[image: ]

			This week, in place of the regular pastor’s column, we share the Paschal joy of the Hieratikon (Catechetical Sermon) of Saint John Chrysostom (ca. 347–407), archbishop of Constantinople and Doctor of the Church. Because of his inspired eloquence, he was given the nickname ὁ Χρυσόστομος — or, in our modern alphabet “chrysostomos” — meaning “golden mouthed.” As he is the patron saint of preachers, his icon hangs directly above the pulpit in our church.

			EASTER SERMON OF ST. JOHN CHRYSOSTOM
Bishop of Constantinople (ca. 400)

			Are there any who are devout lovers of God? 

			Let them enjoy this beautiful bright festival!

			Are there any who are grateful servants? 

			Let them rejoice and enter into the joy of their Lord!

			Are there any weary with fasting? 

			Let them now receive their wages!

			If any have toiled from the first hour, let them receive their due reward;

			If any have come after the third hour, let him with gratitude join in the Feast!

			And he that arrived after the sixth hour, let him not doubt; for he too shall sustain no loss. And if any delayed until the ninth hour, let him not hesitate; but let him come too.

			And he who arrived only at the eleventh hour, let him not be afraid by reason of his delay. For the Lord is gracious and receives the last even as the first. He gives rest to him that comes at the eleventh hour, as well as to him that toiled from the first.

			To this one He gives, and upon another He bestows; He accepts the works as He greets the endeavor. The deed He honors and the intention He commends.

			Let us all enter into the joy of the Lord!

			First and last alike receive your reward; rich and poor, rejoice together! 

			Sober and slothful, celebrate the day! You that have kept the fast, and you that have not, rejoice today for the Table is richly laden! Feast royally on it; the calf is a fatted one. Let no one go away hungry. 

			Partake, all, of the cup of faith. Enjoy all the riches of His goodness!

			Let no one grieve at his poverty, for the universal kingdom has been revealed.

			Let no one mourn that he has fallen again and again; for forgiveness has risen from the grave. Let no one fear death, for the Death of Our Savior has set us free.

			He has destroyed it by enduring it. He destroyed Hell when He descended into it. He put it into an uproar even as it tasted of His flesh. 

			Isaiah foretold this when he said,

			“You, O Hell, have been troubled by encountering Him below.”

			Hell was in an uproar because it was done away with. It was in an uproar because it is mocked. It was in an uproar, for it is destroyed. It is in an uproar, for it is annihilated. It is in an uproar, for it is now made captive.

			Hell took a body, and discovered God.

			It took earth, and encountered Heaven.

			It took what it saw, and was overcome by what it did not see.

			O death, where is thy sting? O Hell, where is thy victory? 

			Christ is risen, and you, O death, are annihilated!

			Christ is risen, and the evil ones are cast down!

			Christ is risen, and the angels rejoice!

			Christ is risen, and life is liberated!

			Christ is risen, and the tomb is emptied of its dead; for Christ, having risen from the dead, is become the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.

			To Him be Glory and Power forever and ever. Amen!

			March 26, 2016
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			Christ Is Risen!

			[image: ]

			The news converted thousands in Jerusalem and sent the apostles out into the world. Every parish, including ours here in Murray Hill, is the result of that most important event in history. By its uniqueness, the Resurrection elicits a response different from the normal reaction to happy news. There is doubt, of course, since it seems impossible, and when the apostles themselves heard the report from the women at the tomb, “these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them” (Luke 24:11). And there was fear mingled because this had to do with death and another realm of existence, so that while the cynic may think something is too good to be true, the witnesses on Easter were tempted to think that this appearing of Christ might be too true to be good. The women at the tomb “departed quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy” (Matt. 28:8), and in the Upper Room the apostles “were startled and frightened, and supposed that they saw a spirit” (Luke 24:37).

			But now servile fear of the unknown is changed to holy fear of the known. We have been blessed with unprecedented numbers of worshippers who have shown true devotion, and orderly patience, too, at times when they had to wait on the street for a while before entering the church. I certainly am thankful that Providence provided some visiting priests, and those priests did heroic work in hearing so many confessions for so many hours. 

			As we continue to live in the glory of the Resurrection, we pray for Pope Benedict XVI, who will be coming to our city in this Easter season. In his homily at the Easter Vigil in Rome, he said:

			In the early Church there was a custom whereby the Bishop or the priest, after the homily, would cry out to the faithful: “Conversi ad Dominum” — “Turn now towards the Lord.” This meant in the first place that they would turn towards the East, towards the rising sun, the sign of Christ returning, whom we go to meet when we celebrate the Eucharist. Where this was not possible, for some reason, they would at least turn towards the image of Christ in the apse, or towards the Cross, so as to orient themselves inwardly towards the Lord. Fundamentally, this involved an interior event; conversion, the turning of our soul towards Jesus Christ and thus towards the living God, towards the true light. Linked with this, then, was the other exclamation that still today, before the Eucharistic Prayer, is addressed to the community of the faithful: Sursum corda — “Lift up your hearts,” high above the tangled web of our concerns, desires, anxieties and thoughtlessness — “Lift up your hearts, your inner selves!” In both exclamations we are summoned, as it were, to a renewal of our Baptism: Conversi ad Dominum — we must distance ourselves ever anew from taking false paths, onto which we stray so often in our thoughts and actions. We must turn ever anew towards him who is the Way, the Truth and the Life. We must be converted ever anew, turning with our whole life towards the Lord. And ever anew we must allow our hearts to be withdrawn from the force of gravity, which pulls them down, and inwardly we must raise them high: in truth and love.

			At this hour, let us thank the Lord, because through the power of his word and of the holy Sacraments, he points us in the right direction and draws our heart upwards. Let us pray to him in these words: “Yes, Lord, make us Easter people, men and women of light, filled with the fire of your love. Amen.”81

			March 30, 2008

			
				
					81	Benedict XVI, Homily, March 22, 2008.
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			The Sublime Wayfarer

			[image: ]

			In all the accounts of the Resurrection, there is surprise. If it had been expected, future generations might have said it was a hallucination. There was also confusion about Christ’s risen body: its ability to materialize in a room with locked doors and maintain its completely natural appearance while obscuring its identity. These were traits without precedent in human experience.

			On the road to Emmaus, those two men took for granted the figure that started to walk along with them, and even expressed a certain irritation at what seemed to be the Man’s ignorance of what had happened on Friday. Looking back, we can see this as a form of prayer. The two disciples were in conversation with the Lord, confiding in Him their concerns and wondering at the same time if He was “on their wavelength.” If prayer is real, it will not be a stilted conversation, like something read by rote from the back of a prayer card, however helpful such words may be as promptings. God is much more patient with us than we are with Him.

			On the Emmaus road, the Lord calmly explains why things had to be the way they were, and in this He shows the teaching office of the Church. Still unaware of the Man’s identity, the disciples are nonetheless moved by His words and His presence, rather like thoughtful agnostics. So they beg Him to stay with them. In the wayside inn, He mysteriously becomes recognizable “in the breaking of the bread” (Luke 24:30–31). This is the Eucharistic revelation sung in the Mysterium Fidei of the Liturgy: “Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again.” The Eucharist is a sacred meal, for it is Bread from Heaven, but the wounds that Christ retains on His risen body signal that this is also the sacrifice of Christ to the Father, a singular and perfect sacrifice that cannot be repeated, but that we share in by its timelessness.

			In 2004, St. John Paul II wrote: “Amid our questions and difficulties, and even our bitter disappointments, the divine Wayfarer continues to walk at our side, opening to us the Scriptures and leading us to a deeper understanding of the mysteries of God.”82 When that Wayfarer vanishes, the two men rush out to tell others what has happened. This is the “Go forth” moment of the Mass, when the priest tells the people, “Ite missa est” — you are sent.

			If there is no urgency to tell others about Christ, then His Body — the Church — is misunderstood as an institution kept alive by bureaucrats who act as embalmers, cynically sustaining a corporate identity with mendacity and mummery. That is a formula for spiritual burnout. Such burnout is the malady of people who never were on fire to begin with. But those who encounter Christ say daily: “Did not our hearts burn within us . . . ?” (Luke 24:32).

			May 4, 2014 

			
				
					82	John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Mane Nobiscum Domine, October 7, 2004, no. 2.
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			Transformation

			[image: ]

			The liturgies of the first week of Easter speak of “this Easter Day,” since the power of the Resurrection is not confined to the first twenty-four hours but rather melts all the days of the octave into one whole. The rest of the forty days belongs to “this Easter Season.” Forty days seem to be the length of chronological time the Risen Lord spent with the apostles and others, laying the groundwork for the Church. On one occasion He appeared to more than five hundred, most of whom were still living when St. Paul wrote his first letter to the Corinthians. The tremendous impact of those encounters made the rapid spread of the gospel throughout the known world something unique in history.

			When we speak of history, we must remember that a scientific categorization of human events, as opposed to oral traditions and literary epics, was in an early stage of development. The Acts (in Greek, praxeis) of the Apostles is one of the first writings that we would recognize as what we call a historical record, replete with psychological portraits of personalities. But both the Roman Tacitus and the Jewish Josephus, as historians, note the phenomenon of the followers of Jesus willingly dying for the Master, when they were free to renounce Him and save their own necks. A most palpable proof of the power of Easter is the way it transformed lives. These people were radically changed and then changed others. St. Paul writes singularly beautiful words to explain his own conversion. The transformation of St. Peter ranks first in importance because it was he on whom Christ established the “line of command” in the Church.

			As with Paul, Peter dramatically denied Our Lord before his total conversion, and surely this was of a divine design, so that we might see the Resurrection power as a radical impact and not just the gradual intensification of a point of view. Peter denied Christ three times. Then, after the Resurrection, Christ elicited from him a threefold affirmation of love and then sent him off eventually to Rome. That was a long way from the fishing village of Capernaum. And likewise, Peter’s majestic speech in Jerusalem on Pentecost demonstrated an astonishing change in this man whose natural rhetoric was halting and rough.

			When Peter hung upside down on a cross in Rome, it was not therapy. It was a sacrifice of the self as joyful as it was painful, in the hope of Resurrection. Not a vain hope, for it was the confidence of the first man to have seen Christ’s grave cloths lying neatly rolled up in the empty tomb. As Cardinal Newman wrote, “No one will die for his own calculations; he dies for realities.”83

			April 15, 2007

			
				
					83	John Henry Newman, An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent, 1, 4, 3.

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Meet Him in the Blessed Sacrament

			[image: ]

			Jesus of Nazareth was killed, and then He killed death. This is why the Church exists. Jesus planned the Church during three years of preaching, provided the Eucharist in the Upper Room, fought Satan on the Cross, reappeared on the third day, gave the apostles power to forgive sins, spent forty days teaching, and then mysteriously entered eternity. The Holy Spirit entered the apostles and got the Church going on Pentecost. 

			I apologize for this crude reporting of the events, but they are breathtaking. Jesus knows our limitations, so He helps us in sensory ways. He leaves His shroud lying by the tomb. He walks with the men on the Emmaus road and shows a sense of humor about their perplexity and self-absorption. Then He takes them to a “wayside inn” (an elegant way of describing the equivalent of a modern highway rest stop) and gives them food. Always food. He knows that even His own apostles with their limited mentality would find it easier to call Him a ghost than the real thing, so He eats food in front of them. 

			The apostles never had to “prove” that Jesus rose from the dead. They had seen Him. Later, Paul will refer nonchalantly to the witnesses still alive in his audience. I do not have to prove to you that the World Trade Center was horribly destroyed in a couple of hours. I take for granted that you know that. So it is, but in a jubilant way, with the Resurrection of Christ. 

			In the next few weeks I hope to give some bits of information about the Resurrection. This is called catechesis, which is a Greek word for “teaching.” In theology, facts sound more impressive when you use Greek words, just as menus are more impressive — and expensive — when you use French words. 

			In this Easter season, stop by the church and light a candle before the Risen Christ in the Blessed Sacrament. Since the first Easter, you can meet Him in the Blessed Sacrament in any church. That is a practical result of the Resurrection. I have found Him there all the way from Sydney to San Francisco. In Jerusalem, I had a feeling that He was asking me why I had spent that time and money, when He was back in Manhattan. 

			You might also want to see The Lord of the Rings film. Few critics mention that it is an allegory of the Resurrection. The author, J. R. R. Tolkien, was a wonderful Catholic, whose mother sacrificed much for the Faith. He used to attend Mass daily in a church where I was a priest.

			March 31, 2002
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			Joy Is a Fact

			[image: ]

			The joy of Easter is more than happiness, since happiness is a feeling, whereas joy is a fact. Happiness comes from impressions, whereas joy comes from comprehension. Happiness with what is bad quickly turns to sadness. Joy is being happy with what is good. As only God is good (Luke 18:19), endless joy comes from encounter with Him who is eternal: “So also you now indeed have sorrow; but I will see you again, and your heart shall rejoice; and your joy no man shall take from you” (John 16:22).

			That blessed happiness toward which all human activity tends needs knowledge of truth to become the “fullness of joy” that Jesus promised (John 15:11). When the Risen Christ appeared, no one laughed. The witnesses were “afraid, yet filled with joy” (Matt. 28:8). It was too joyful to be a laughing matter. This is why the Church’s most joyful liturgies are “solemn.” To reduce worship of the Risen Christ to a merely human party would be like turning the Heavenly City into a suburb.

			Because Easter is direct contact with things eternal, we have to work at understanding its joy, and at first it may not seem “joyful” at all. It is easier to relate to the happiness of Christmas and the sorrow of Good Friday, since all of us were born and will die. But only when they are perceived as marking the birth and death of the Son of God do these occasions become joyful. The Resurrection permits no sentimentalizing, unless it is turned into a festival of spring and vague immortality, but that evaporates quickly, and even the flowers and birds do not pay tribute south of the equator.

			Jesus told Peter: “What I am doing you do not understand now; but afterward you will understand” (John 13:7). Just before his own crucifixion, around the year 64, when Rome was in flames, Peter described the Risen Christ “in whom also now, though you see Him not, you believe; and believing shall rejoice with joy unspeakable and glorified” (1 Peter 1:8).

			This Holy Week, our parish attracted the largest throngs I can remember, people often standing outside on Park Avenue, unable to get in. In part, I think it was a response to the unprofessional and even hysterical calumnies of some journalists against St. Peter’s successor, Benedict XVI. Mostly it was a response to Christ among us. The Pope said on Easter: “Joy cannot be commanded. It can only be given. The Risen Lord gives us joy: true life. We are already held forever in the love of the One to whom all power in heaven and on earth has been given.”84

			April 11, 2010

			
				
					84	Benedict XVI, Homily, April 3, 2010.

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			“Gold and Silver Have I None”

			[image: ]

			The rare honor of a papal visit to our nation, and specifically to our city, comes most happily in the time of Easter. Pope Benedict XVI is the 264th successor of St. Peter, whose preaching converted three thousand in Jerusalem on Pentecost. Our present Holy Father will preach the same Gospel as Peter in various ways in different places, rejoicing in the modern means of communication that will carry his message to many millions beyond those who physically will be in his presence. The Pope will be among us in New York on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, April 18–20, having traveled here from Washington, D.C.

			In preparation, the people of the archdiocese have been praying that many who hear the Pope will be converted to belief in the Risen Christ, that those who have grown lukewarm will be quickened in their faith, that the lapsed will return to the sacraments, that other Christians will be reunited to the One Fold of the One Shepherd, and that all believers will grow in zeal for the increase of the Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman Church. 

			To this end, it is urged that special visits be made to the Blessed Sacrament, and that confessions and Communions be offered for the Pope’s intentions. On this Third Sunday of Easter, we are bid to pray especially that as we celebrate the bicentennial year of the archdiocese, we may, like the Emmaus disciples, recognize Jesus in the breaking of the bread, and carry out our mission to make him known to others. On April 13, the Fourth Sunday of Easter, the special intention is that as we prepare for the Pope’s arrival, we may have pride in our ancestors, and gratitude to God, for all that has been accomplished in our archdiocese in just two hundred years.

			These bicentennial celebrations remind us also that our own parish next year will mark the fiftieth anniversary of the completion of our church building. The parish Restoration Fund has been able to do many repairs to the roof and fabric of the church, and we are now working on important interior repairs. 

			In all these works, we have to keep our priorities focused on our mission to proclaim the Gospel, especially in the heart of this great city. In the first year of Christian history, St. Peter, walking through the streets of Jerusalem, said to a lame man who expected alms: “Gold and silver have I none, but that which I do have give I to you: in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk” (Acts 3:6). 

			Pope Benedict, in that Petrine succession, will be walking among us soon, declaring the same Christ. With the help of our prayers and fidelity, as in Jerusalem of old, many will be “filled with wonder and amazement.”

			April 6, 2008
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			The Work Ahead of Us
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			The Risen Lord spent forty days structuring His Church and training His disciples for the work ahead of them. We may infer some of what He told them by what is recorded in the Gospel narratives and the apostolic letters. The Hebrew prophets had been part of the Resurrection drama, preparing the way even though they did not understand how their inspiration would be realized. Years after the Resurrection, St. Peter would write of these prophets:

			“The Spirit of Christ which was in them foretold the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would come after them, and they tried to find out at what time and in what circumstances all this was to be expected. It was revealed to them that the news they brought of all the things which have now been announced to you, by those who preached to you the Good News through the Holy Spirit sent from heaven, was for you and not for themselves. Even the angels long to catch a glimpse of these things” (1 Pet. 1:11–12).

			The neat symmetry of God’s plan for His Church is glimpsed even in the way the Lord’s burial cloths were found meticulously folded in the empty tomb. “God is in the details,” and nothing is disordered in the way Christ orders events. He predicted the trials His Church would face in every age. There are those who find this so unnerving that they would ignore it. 

			One example is the way much of the “social media” and numerous political leaders downplay the persecution of Christians in many places today — and this also includes attempts to intimidate Christian witness in our own country. Recently, people foolishly (and some agitators by cynical calculation) were obsessed with what turned out to be false journalism about mayhem and rape in our universities. Others, from congressmen to basketball players, spent weeks waving their raised arms in empathy with a shooting incident whose reported details proved to have been false. Yet there is an embarrassed silence about Christians being crucified, beheaded, stoned, and shot in country after country. 

			At the papal ceremonies on Good Friday, the Holy Father’s preacher, Father Raniero Cantalamessa lamented that the slaughter of Christians is taking place before “the indifference of world institutions.” He compared this with the third-century martyrs during the reign of Decius and said that those who affect indifference today “risk being Pilates who wash our hands.”

			The motives of those who do not want to face the reality of the present persecutions may vary, and some may be more slothful than malicious. But the saints draw strength from knowing that the Lord knew all that would happen and promised joy for those who look to Him and do not look away: “The hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he is offering service to God” (John 16:2).

			April 12, 2015
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			Beyond All Deserving

			[image: ]

			The Resurrection happened two thousand years ago. Its results are ever more alive today. The multiple tragedies and sorrows of our age can distract us from the more powerful work that Christ is doing among us. As “God is in the details,” we may safely say that what the Risen Christ does in each parish is a clue to what He is doing on the world scene. 

			On the testimony of parishioners older than I, our parish has never witnessed such a glorious outpouring of faith as in this most recent holy season. This consecrated church was too small for the overflow that came in this Holy Week. Lines of penitents for confession extended out onto Park Avenue. If we were a vicious parish at the dawn of Good Friday, by God’s grace we were a holy one by the dawn of Easter. 

			It is not my custom to thank people at Mass for doing their duty. We come to give thanks to God, and not to ourselves. We do not applaud our splendid choir, which volunteers many hours of time and talent. We do not applaud our staff that works overtime and our reverent altar servers. We do not applaud the ladies who volunteer to count collections and perform other tasks, or our ushers or the teachers of our CCD and RCIA and the many others. Our CCD classes for the little ones have grown so large that we need more miniature furniture. Our RCIA classes have brought many from all five continents to the Faith in this holy season. I thank them all in a subdued way, knowing that their reward will be great in Heaven. 

			I also thank the elderly and the infirm who make great effort to worship here, often on crutches and in wheelchairs, in ways that are physically painful. As one who has difficulty organizing himself early in the morning, I thank those mothers and fathers who magna cum difficultate organize their little babies to come here cheerfully. At times it is not easy to preach over the crying of babies, but such cries are the future of civilization, and God forbid that anyone be so grumpy that these distractions make one forget that all of us were crying babies ourselves once. (I exclude myself, since at the earliest stage of my infancy I was occupied with reading significant books.) 

			In short, God has blessed us beyond our deserving and beyond our measure. That is the gracious mercy of our Risen Lord. 

			If you have time, go to see the Byzantine exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Some of the curators have been unsettled by the number of people praying before those icons. These images are a sign to us of a glory that our ancestors knew, and that in these days by God’s resurrected power, we may be reliving. A blessed Easter to all of you. Christ is risen. He is risen indeed. Alleluia. 

			April 18, 2004
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			Joy That Is Not of This World

			[image: ]

			Our Lord kept his promise: “These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full” (John 15:11). Like “the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding” (Phil. 4:7), the fullness of joy transcends the ordinary experience of happiness and may not even fit the common expectation of pure happiness. The women at the empty tomb were “fearful but overjoyed” (Matt. 28:8). As the “fullness of joy” is an anticipation of Heaven, it will inevitably involve certain tension, so long as we are in time and space. To “burst with joy” or to “weep for joy” expresses the agony of ecstasy — the price paid for encountering perfection in an imperfect world. But in Heaven there is no conflict or contradiction, no exasperation at not being able to contain joy.

			The culminating evidence of sanctity is a joy that is not of this world. Saints always suffer in various ways as a consequence of their heroic virtue, which pits them against the “wickedness and snares of the Devil,” but there is no such thing as a sad saint. The saints are proof of the existence of God and His mercy by their very lives, which are testimonies greater even than miracles or the logic of natural theology. On Divine Mercy Sunday, the Church rejoices and publicly recognizes by infallible decree the holiness of St. John XXIII and St. John Paul II. These are the first popes to be canonized since St. Pius X, who died in 1914 and was enrolled in the calendar of saints in 1954.

			Every saint is different in personality and in ways of serving the Lord, and for that reason certain ones will strike a sympathetic chord more readily than others. Some would have been easy to live with, and others decidedly difficult. But failure to rejoice in their sanctity is a judgment against us rather than against them. There is a line no less perceptive for having been mistakenly attributed to Plato: “We can easily forgive the child who is afraid of the dark, but the real tragedy is the adult who is afraid of the light.” Sanctifying grace enables the light of Christ to shine not on, but through souls. “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2:20).

			The Paschal candle having been lit, the joy of Easter continues, and as it does the Divine Mercy gives us new saints to help us through the valleys and hills of our days on earth. The motto of St. John XXIII was Oboedientia et Pax and that of St. John Paul II was Totus Tuus. Obedience to Christ brings peace, and if we give all we are to His Mother, we will be able to rejoice with the saints. 

			April 27, 2014
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			A Mystery Old and New
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			C. S. Lewis’s book about his conversion to Christianity is called Sur- prised by Joy because he was astonished by the power of Christ to shatter his cynicism. The first Christians were very much surprised by the Resurrection, requiring Jesus to tell them to calm down. While an eager and alert mind always will be surprised by things in this world, Christians should not be surprised anymore by joy. We should expect it, while never failing to give thanks for it, because Christ is joy Himself, which the world cannot take away.

			We celebrate the joy of eternal life with special solemnity in Eastertide, knowing that “solemnity” really means not dourness but elegant serenity, like a formal dance or an award ceremony. Solemnity takes us out of ourselves, and the inability to be solemn in rituals indicates self-consciousness. In this spirit, we have to give thanks to all those who selflessly have helped with the joyful solemnities of Easter. St. Paul thanked his helpers in Rome and Galatia and Corinth, and we should thank our own helpers, hoping that our parish matches the good spirit of those churches without all of their concomitant enormities.

			The problem with naming names is that names inevitably are left out, because there are so many to thank. So I express a general gratitude to everyone who has been helping in this season. Of course, there are Robert Prior and our musicians, and our ushers, and the devoted women who spend many hours counting offerings, and our dutiful staff who prepare the church and help visitors. Samuel Howard and Thomas Vaniotis have been tireless in preparing our growing number of altar servers, and the liturgical results have never been finer. I do not remember so many people worshipping here. I certainly thank those many who stood for so long during the sacred rites, around the church and outside. I was not surprised by the joy of having our seminarians assist so well, and those priests who heard confessions without pause for up to six hours at a time. This was the hardest work of all and the source of much joy in Heaven.

			Our Risen Lord does not make all new things. More wonderfully, he makes all things new, even things that are very old. St. Melito, bishop of the busy commercial city of Sardis in Turkey, whose birth was about as distant in time from the Resurrection as we are from the opening of the Manhattan Bridge, wrote: “The paschal mystery is at once old and new, transitory and eternal, corruptible and incorruptible, mortal and immortal. In terms of the Law it is old, in terms of the Word it is new. In its figure it is passing, in its grace it is eternal. It is corruptible in the sacrifice of the lamb, incorruptible in the eternal life of the Lord.” 

			April 19, 2009
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			To Proclaim the Resurrection

			[image: ]

			Even in this Easter season, there are those who would nervously employ the secular convention of saying that they want Christ but not His Church, and that they can confess their sins to God without confessing to a priest. This ignores what Jesus did when He rose from the dead: He constructed the Church through His teaching during the forty days before the Ascension, and the first thing He did when He appeared to the apostles was to give them authority to forgive sins in the sacrament of reconciliation.

			St. John wrote that not all the books in the world could contain what Christ did in those forty days, but the Gospel accounts tell all that He wants us to know. The power of what He taught the apostles in that brief time, with the wounds still in His body, is clear in the fact that all of them, save John himself, died brave deaths proclaiming the Resurrection.

			Such dying, predicted by Christ, has perdured through all subsequent ages in one way or another. Last week, Pope Francis marked the one hundredth anniversary of the massacre of about 1.5 million Armenian Christians by the Turks, abetted by Imperial German staff officers serving with the Ottoman Empire. The Pope said that “it is necessary, and indeed a duty” to “recall the centenary of that tragic event. . . . Concealing or denying evil is like allowing a wound to keep bleeding without bandaging it.”85 The greatest number of killings occurred on appalling death marches of hundreds of miles where the Turks drove women, children, and old people (most of the young men had already been massacred) into the Syrian desert. There was no food or water given to the victims along the way — and this was done by design. 

			St. Paul, converted by the Risen Christ, had evangelized his homeland in Asia Minor, in a land now called Turkey. Despite centuries of persecution by Muslims, in 1914 some 15 percent of the Turkish population was Christian. Today the Christian community is practically nonexistent. Persisting in its denial of the persecution, the Turkish government condemned the honesty of Pope Francis by withdrawing its ambassador to the Holy See. That exercise in denial was not singular. In 2010, a declaration was introduced in the House of Representatives identifying the systematic eradication of the Armenians as genocide. The Obama administration blocked it.

			The mentality that denies the Resurrection also denies the consequences of such denial. The Resurrection is not about spring flowers and butterflies, and Jesus made that clear by retaining the wounds in His glorified body. Christ triumphed over Satan, and to deny that is to give Satan a leg up in the governance of nations and the attitudes of people. The dominant religion of Turkey maintains that Jesus was not crucified. If not crucified, then not risen. And if not risen, then mankind has license to sink to its lowest depths by crushing life and spreading death.

			April 19, 2015

			
				
					85	Francis, Greeting at the beginning of the Mass for the Faithful of the Armenian Rite, Vatican Basilica, April 12, 2015.
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			Eternal Beauty

			[image: ]

			It was not enough for Professor Albert Einstein to tell the priest and physicist Father Georges Lemaître that his hypothesis of the Big Bang, which he called the “First Atomic Moment,” was true. Einstein said that it was “beautiful,” which was more important because its beauty located it in a symmetry larger than itself, more like music than an equation. In a deeper realm, St. Augustine said that the Gospel is a “beauty ever ancient, ever new.” True beauty is ageless. This is an admonition at a time when the Easter proclamation risks becoming old news and a fading echo. St. Thomas More said that to be a real Christian is always to be surprised by the Resurrection.

			Surprise permeates the primitive narratives: the groups of women as joyful as they are fearful, the two men on the Emmaus road whose hearts burn with an inexplicable astonishment, the apostles in the Upper Room stunned by what they thought might be a ghost. Had the Resurrection been exactly what they expected, there would have been no fear and no surprise.

			The surprise continued when the apostle Peter preached on Pentecost by the power of the Holy Spirit and told the crowd that they could “see and hear” the results of the Resurrection (Acts 2:33). Then as now, in times ever ancient and ever new, the only alternative to that is willful blindness and deafness. This Easter, while many Christians were dying for their faith in the Resurrection in places such as Pakistan and Yemen, morally isolated people were cavorting as giant rabbits on Fifth Avenue and trampling their own children during suburban Easter egg hunts. Of the latter it may be said, “Having eyes they see not and having ears they hear not” (Ps. 115:5–6). Theirs is not the surprise of the Resurrection, but the creaking age of antique paganism.

			There was a special grace at work in the death of a lady known to some of us, Mother Angelica, on Easter Day. She founded the worldwide Eternal Word Television Network starting with $200 and a garage as a studio. Our parish is fortunate that our church and rectory are used for some of its productions. While it is understandable that many were saddened that she left this world, I found it annoying that some “regretted” her “passing.” There is nothing regrettable about the death of a pious woman who accomplished much for the Lord, suffered grievous physical infirmities — including two strokes — for many years, and died on the feast of the Resurrection. And as for “passing,” that is what gnostic sectaries like Christian Scientists do. Faithful Christians die and do not “pass,” and they pray for a happy death in the hope of eternal life. 

			So wrote Melito of Sardis in the second century: “The paschal mystery is at once old and new, transitory and eternal, corruptible and incorruptible, mortal and immortal. In terms of the Law it is old, in terms of the Word it is new.” 

			April 3, 2016
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			Thomas Had No Doubt

			[image: ]

			Faith in the Risen Lord consists in reaction to an event, and that is why the New Testament has a book called the Acts of the Apostles and not the Thoughts of the Apostles. Some of the greatest minds ever since have thought about the Resurrection, which is why we have theology, but all that thinking has been in response to what happened. Had the Resurrection been a theory rather than a fact, no one would have been surprised by it or skeptical about the first reports of it.

			Skepticism has come to mean doubt about good intentions or goodness itself, but in its classical form it meant living a simple life close to nature and not trusting authoritative statements about truth. Several centuries before the Resurrection, a Greek named Pyrrho accompanied Alexander the Great to India, where he came under the influence of philosophers who were so skeptical about reliance on material things that they did not even bother to live in houses or wear clothes. 

			It would be easy to classify the apostle Thomas as a skeptic, if not in the classical sense, perhaps in the modern sense of not trusting people. But “Doubting Thomas” was not doubting, so much as he was questioning. Surely Our Lord arranged for him to question the truth of what the witnesses claimed to have seen so that proof might be given. As faith is trust in a reliable source, Thomas was willing to put his faith in what the witnesses had described, but because he believed in objective truth, he wanted sensory evidence of what he had been told. 

			Here at work is what St. Anselm called fides quaerens intellectum — faith seeking understanding. Our Lord obliged Thomas by showing His wounds. Had the Resurrection been an illusion, the witnesses would have had no difficulty understanding it, because it would have been their own invention. Blessed John Henry Newman wrote: “Many persons are very sensitive of the difficulties of Religion; I am as sensitive of them as anyone; but I have never been able to see a connexion between apprehending those difficulties, however keenly, and multiplying them to any extent, and on the other hand doubting the doctrines to which they are attached. Ten thousand difficulties do not make one doubt.”86

			Our Blessed Mother had difficulty understanding how she could have a baby in her womb without the normal biological process and actually asked an angel how it could happen, but we do not call her Doubting Mary. Certainly her humility was purer than that of Thomas, but one expects that after her Son ascended in glory and sent the Holy Spirit, she and Thomas had many congenial conversations. As for Thomas, he went to India, where centuries before, Pyrrho had encountered the gymnosophoi skeptics, and he gave his life testifying to what he had seen and touched.

			April 10, 2016

			
				
					86	John Henry Newman, Apologia, chap. 5.
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			“An Eye for the Times”
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			On this Good Shepherd Sunday, anticipating the arrival of Pope Bene- dict XVI to our nation and city, we are reminded that Christ the Good Shepherd has entrusted His flock to the apostles, of whom Peter is the chief and center of unity. The primacy of the Bishop of Rome, successor of Peter, is clear from the start: The angelic instruction from the Easter tomb was that the women were to tell the “disciples and Peter” (Mark 16:7), and on that same day the other apostles and those who were with them said, “The Lord has risen indeed, and has appeared to Simon!” (Luke 24:34). 

			St. Augustine says, “To Peter alone was it given to play the part of the whole Church. . . . Now it was not one man but the unity of the Church that received those keys. By this fact the preeminence of Peter was proclaimed, in that he bore the figure of the very universality and unity of the Church.”

			A journalist recently asked me to contribute to a symposium on what we would like to tell the Pope. I replied that it is more important that we listen to the Pope. As St. Ambrose wrote in the fourth century, “At length, Peter is set over the Church, after being tempted by the devil. And so the Lord signified beforehand what came to pass afterwards, in that He chose him to be the shepherd of the Lord’s flock. For He said to him, ‘When thou art converted, strengthen thy brethren’ ” (Luke 22:32).

			We receive the Gospel in four ways — “according to” Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. The Greek kata means that they record what they have received, for there is one Gospel, that of Christ Himself. The Pope and the bishops in communion with him have the job of proclaiming and explaining that Gospel. Times and the vicissitudes of the times change, but the Church remains the means by which the sanity of the saints guides civilization through the unbalanced perceptions of mistaken theories of man. When John Henry Newman confronted social disorders in the 1850s, no less striking than that which challenges the Church today, he said in The Idea of a University:

			If ever there was a power on earth who had an eye for the times . . . such is he in the history of ages, who sits from generation to generation in the Chair of the Apostles, as the Vicar of Christ, and the Doctor of His Church. These are not the words of rhetoric, Gentlemen, but of history. All who take part with the Apostle are on the winning side. . . . The past never returns; the course of events, old in its texture, is ever new in its coloring and fashion. England and Ireland are not what they once were, but Rome is where it was, and St. Peter is the same.

			April 13, 2008
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			Living with His Life Instead of Our Own

			[image: ]

			This past week I remembered at the altar my maternal grandmother on what would have been her 128th birthday. Her name was Emma, just like the Queen of Hawaii who was still alive at the time of her birth, as were Ulysses S. Grant, Victor Hugo, and Cardinal Newman. It does seem long ago, but things my grandmother taught me are still fresh in my memory 

			Only about half that length of time separated the Resurrection of Jesus from the death of the apostle John, who remembered “that which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched” (1 John 1:1). 

			St. Paul also writes of his encounter with the Risen Lord as though it were just yesterday, because the Resurrection was what animated him: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). This explains why he never quotes Jesus in any of his letters, nor does he refer to any of the biographical details of the Lord’s life or any of His parables or miracles. All those were prelude to the all-important Resurrection.

			Just as Our Lord commissioned the apostles to proclaim His triumph, so we have an urgent summons to do that today, for never has there been so much evil alive in the world, and so much ignorance about the Resurrection. The New York Times outdid its reputation for illiteracy about the Faith by publishing a correction: “An earlier version of this article mischaracterized the Christian holiday of Easter. It is the celebration of Jesus’s resurrection from the dead, not his resurrection into heaven.”87

			On April 5, 1933, the same newspaper’s Moscow correspondent, Walter Duranty, denied the deliberate starvation of millions of Ukrainians by Stalin when he wrote: “The food shortage as a whole is less grave than was believed — or, if not, at least distribution has greatly improved, which comes to the same thing for practical purposes.”88 That was the same number of years ago from us now as the Resurrection was from St. John’s death. 

			The Holy Spirit is more accurate than the editors of the New York Times and has never had to publish a correction of what happened on Easter. Quite the opposite, the Sabbath was changed to Sunday in celebration, and saints ever since have broadcast what happened. 

			Christ died for us all so that being alive should no longer mean living with our own life, but with his life, who died for us and has risen again. And therefore, henceforward, we do not think of anybody in a merely human fashion; even if we used to think of Christ in a human fashion, we do so no longer. It follows, in fact, that when a man has become a new creature in Christ, his old life has disappeared, everything has become new about him. (2 Cor. 5:15–17).

			April 14, 2013

			
				
					87	See Elisabetta Povoledo, “Pope Calls for ‘Peace in All the World’ in First Easter Message,” New York Times, March 31, 2013; correction added on April 1, 2013, https://www.nytimes.com/.

				

				
					88	Walter Duranty, “Soviet Industry Shows Big Gains,” special cable to the New York Times, April 6, 1933, https://www.nytimes.com/.
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			Generosity and the Lord’s Mercy

			[image: ]

			There is an account of some poor man with nothing to say for himself, nonetheless begging Alexander the Great for a pittance, only to be astonished when the king handed him more than a few gold coins. “Why gold, when copper would suffice?” asked one of his officers.

			The royal voice answered, “He asked as a beggar for copper coins, but I gave him as a king coins of gold.” Our Lord’s kingdom is not of this world, and so when men who are only of this earth ask for what would sustain them temporarily, He gives graces that will last forever.

			The royal generosity of Christ is called His mercy, and it is given for a purpose. That became clear when at His bidding the apostles caught so many fish that the nets almost broke. Almost. But there never is too much for the Lord. It was something the apostles had to learn, and they never forgot it. After the Risen Lord had vanished, they even remembered that the fish numbered 153.

			In the sixteenth century, the brilliant scholar and educational reformer John Colet started a school in London that provided scholarships for poor boys — admitting 153 boys each year to make the point that to obey the Lord ensures a great catch. Since then, St. Paul’s School has flourished and has ornamented our culture through the hundreds of thousands of boys it has helped form into men. Just a few of them include the poet John Milton; the diarist Samuel Pepys; the war hero, first Duke of Marlborough, and ancestor of Sir Winston Churchill, John Churchill; the wit of wits, Samuel Johnson; the Revolutionary spy John André, whom George Washington regretted having to hang; the happy genius G. K. Chesterton; the testy field marshall Bernard Montgomery; and so far, three holders of the Victoria Cross. The list goes on, in tribute to Dean Colet’s confidence that God’s grace would make 153 count for a lot more.

			It was not irrelevant that the apostles had fished all night and caught nothing. Working hard may seem useless and discouraging, but once the voice of God is heeded, there will be a great catch. Even in the Church there are micromanagers and Dickensian clerks scratching away at their balance sheets, producing little as they ignore the voice from the shore asking with a certain heavenly whimsy, “Have you caught anything?” (John 21:5).

			God’s generosity is available to all who are generous enough to accept it. In the life of grace, that means opening the soul to Him. That is what confession is for. The scrupulous will doubt that we can make enough room for Him, and the presumptuous will assume that we do not have to. Recently, a kindly but ill-informed clergyman said in an interview that God’s mercy is unmerited, and so there is no need to be sorry for one’s sins. The fact that it is unmerited should all the more move its recipient to contrition. Alexander gave as a king, but only after the beggar begged as beggar.

			April 17, 2016
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			The Devil Sends His Compliments

			[image: ]

			When the Church proclaims the teachings of the Risen Christ most powerfully, her antagonists pay her the compliment of getting angry, especially in the holiest season of the year. The Russian Orthodox, I am told, say that when God builds a church, Satan pitches a tent outside. In Holy Week, there were astonishing calumnies against the Pontiff himself. This is a backhanded tribute from the Prince of Lies, who knows that the Catholic Church is his one remaining obstacle to revising social reality. 

			After the first Easter, Peter and John were arrested for their witness to the Resurrection. As soon as they were released, these first Christians prayed: “Lord, it is you who made heaven and earth and sea, and everything in them; you it is who said through the Holy Spirit and speaking through our ancestor David, your servant: ‘Why this arrogance among the nations, these futile plots among the peoples? Kings on earth setting out to war, princes making an alliance against the Lord and against his Anointed?’ ” (Acts 4:24–26). 

			Satan characteristically twists reason to rationalize, and recently he has exploited moral corruption to discredit the Church, which is the guarantor of systematic moral philosophy. When hard-pressed, the Evil One eventually reveals the hysteria behind his syllogisms. Decent journalists have been embarrassed by the bigotry and lack of professionalism in attacks by some of the media, which were encouraged in no small way by some politicians. They have exploited inexcusable moral crimes among Churchmen, which are but a very small fraction (six out of seventy-five thousand clerics last year) of similar incidents in secular organizations — from Congress and UN Peacekeeping Forces to the U.S. Swim Team and public-school educators. Credible voices now say that the Catholic Church is the safest environment for the young.

			I had a pleasant exchange with Mayor Koch, in response to thanking him for his article on this topic, which was published on Holy Thursday in the Jerusalem Post. He wrote: “I believe the continuing attacks by the media on the Roman Catholic Church and Pope Benedict XVI have become manifestations of anti-Catholicism. . . . Many of those in the media who are pounding on the Church and the pope today clearly do it with delight, and some with malice. The reason, I believe, for the constant assaults is that there are many in the media, and some Catholics as well as many in the public, who object to and are incensed by positions the Church holds.”89 

			While Mr. Koch does not accept all of the Church’s teachings, he knows what is fair and is something like Nathaniel — the Israelite “in whom there is no guile” (John 1:47). The first apostles prayed about their foes: “And now, Lord, take note of their threats and help your servants to proclaim your message with all boldness, by stretching out your hand to heal and to work miracles and marvels through the name of your holy servant Jesus” (Acts 4:29–30). 

			April 18, 2010

			
				
					89	See “Ed Koch: Anti-Catholicism Evident in Media,” Zenit, April 12, 2010, https://zenit.org/.
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			To Obey God Instead of Men
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			Our Risen Lord told Peter, “Feed my lambs. Tend my sheep. Feed my sheep” (John 21:15–17). That has been the happy burden of all Peter’s successors, the popes, and of all who are baptized into Christ. The Holy Church has recently begun the process for the possible canonization of Father Emil Kapaun, a priest born in Kansas whose heroic efforts to care for the flock as a military chaplain were recognized on April 11, when he was posthumously given the Medal of Honor. The citation described his “conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty.” 

			Father Kapaun died in a Chinese Communist prison camp in North Korea, where he fed and nursed his starving fellow soldiers, foraging by night, finding only grass and birdseed. More than that, Father Kapaun managed to nourish his impoverished flock with the sacraments. 

			On the day of the Medal of Honor ceremony in the White House, the abortionist Kermit Gosnell was on trial in Philadelphia, charged on eight counts of murder, including one adult and seven newborn infants who had survived their abortions. One of his “medical” assistants had already testified to having “snipped the spines” of more than a hundred babies. The silence of most media outlets concerning this astonishing criminal case was eloquently portrayed by a photograph of the press box at the courthouse — which was nearly vacant. 

			Clearly, many people were made uncomfortable by the way that this case represents the logical denouement of the perverse logic of the Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade decision, the foundation of our Culture of Death. What happened in Gosnell’s house of horrors has in fact been defended theoretically by some “ethicists” who hold positions in our universities. And many of our nation’s highest officials have defended “partial-birth abortion.” 

			The misuse of reason can rationalize contempt for life, just as happened in the Weimar Republic when the jurist Karl Binding and the psychiatrist Alfred Hoche published their defense of killing unwanted people: Die Freigabe der Vernichtung lebensunwerten Lebens (Allowing the destruction of life unworthy of living). Binding died in 1920, when the book was published, but Hoche lived until 1943 after privately objecting to the “euthanizing” of one of his own relatives by Nazis who had read his book and followed its principles. 

			As man has a free will, he is free to feed the littlest lambs or to cut their throats, to tend the sheep or to kill them, to be a Father Kapaun or a Doctor Gosnell. Society is also free to redefine reality, to contracept life, to redefine marriage in terms of civil rights rather than natural law, and to justify the killing of the innocent as a “personal choice.” Choices have consequences, and bad choices have bad consequences. When the equivalent of the media in Old Jerusalem, “the council and all the senate of Israel,” ordered Peter and the apostles to be silent, they replied, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29).

			April 21, 2013
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			No Small Details
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			Elderly people often wrongly suppose that their recollections are unim- portant in the grand scheme of things. And yet their hearers appreciate how apparently random details can evoke the greatest events most movingly. With the Titanic anniversary still vivid, there are eyewitness accounts of three priests giving general absolution: Juozas Montvila of Lithuania, Josef Benedikt Peruschitz of Germany, and Thomas Byles of England. Sister Mary Patricia, a religious Sister of Mercy, remembered a woman using her hat to stuff a hole in their lifeboat, and Eva Hart said the orchestra really did play “Nearer My God to Thee.” I visited Guglielmo Marconi’s widow, who mentioned that her husband had canceled his trip at the last moment and was pleased that his radio system on the Carpathia helped to save lives, although other ships closer by had shut down their receivers for the evening. Our own Murray Hill resident J. P. Morgan had a ticket but did not use it.

			As “God is in the details,” we are grateful for little asides in the Gospel, which the Holy Spirit did not think minor or incidental. Luke’s attention to detail made him the patron saint of artists. John usually gave the larger picture with soaring theology, but he does give poignant details in the Resurrection narrative: how he outran Peter; the shroud and napkin neatly folded in the tomb; what the Risen Christ ate in the Upper Room; the wound in Christ’s side big enough for a hand to fit in; and the number of fish caught when Christ appeared on the Galilean shore. Our Lord wants us to pay attention to these things: “He that is faithful in that which is least, is faithful also in that which is greater: and he that is unjust in that which is little, is unjust also in that which is greater” (Luke 16:10).

			There is a tradition that the youngest apostle, as an old man, kept saying over and over again, “Little children, love one another,” and some of his hearers thought he might be afflicted with the repetitiousness of a mind growing vague with age. He insisted: “I shall keep saying this, for it is what I heard from the lips of the Master.” John ended his Gospel account: “There are also many other things that Jesus did, but if these were to be described individually, I do not think the whole world would contain the books that would be written” (John 21:25).

			It is old wisdom that the stone on the Easter tomb was rolled away, not so that Jesus might come out, but so that the disciples might go in. With His risen body’s character of subtlety, the Lord was no longer limited by His own laws of physics, but He did want us to enter in and see how empty the tomb was, so that we might “know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God” (Eph. 3:19).

			April 22, 2012
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			Acting Catholic
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			The Resurrection of Jesus was not just a spectacle. The first witnesses were both frightened and joyful, but then He poured the Holy Spirit on them, changing them too. The apostles received power to forgive sins, and the lives of all the first Christians were radically changed. Everything glorious in Christian history is the direct result of the Resurrection. The power of the Resurrection gives us saints, and we have more of them now than ever. Cardinal Ratzinger has recently said that moral behavior must be rooted in revelation to be understood and lived fully. While reason discerns the logic of nature and right behavior (pundits condescendingly call this “traditional morality” as if it were an option), the way we ought to behave is completely understood by understanding who God is and who we are in relation to Him. So the Resurrection informs and directs the way we construct society and how political leaders ought to behave. To separate religious beliefs from political reality is morally schizophrenic. The archbishop of Denver wrote about this in Easter week. Archbishop Chaput remarks on the duplicity or, more kindly, ignorance of politicians who claim to be Catholic and take Communion with the Risen Lord while arguing for anti-life legislation. He cites a papal document of 2003, “On Some Questions Regarding the Participation of Catholics in Public Life.” Private faith, to be authentic, must have public consequences. Christians “must recognize the legitimacy of differing points of view about the organization of worldly affairs” but they are also “called to reject, as injurious to democratic life, a conception of pluralism that reflects moral relativism.” Catholic politicians have a “grave and clear obligation to oppose” any law that attacks innocent human life. 

			There are many issues implicated in this equation, and they involve medical/moral issues, tax structures, immigration laws, punishment of criminals, housing for the poor, and other issues. But none of these is equal in gravity to the basic right of the unborn to be born. Blessed Pope John XXIII listed this as the first human right. Archbishop Chaput says we should not be fooled: Candidates who claim to be Catholic but who publicly defy Catholic teaching on the sacred principle of life are dishonest public witnesses. “They may try to look Catholic and sound Catholic, but unless they act Catholic in their public service and political choices, they’re really a very different kind of creature. And real Catholics should vote accordingly.”90 

			Real Catholics could change the world by a personal response to the Resurrection that (1) sends them to the confessional and (2) sends them to the voting booth. The two go together. I am edified each day by the sincere confessions I hear. As your pastor I pray that the way you vote will be a worthy offering at the altar of God and not material for confession. 

			April 25, 2004

			
				
					90	Most Rev. Charles J. Chaput, O.F.M. Cap., “How to Tell a Duck from a Fox,” Denver Catholic Register, April 14, 2004. 
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			A Spiritual Engine

			[image: ]

			Living in New York City means that you have to expect surprises, and the only really surprising surprise would be a day without something unexpected happening. One of the nicest surprises for me recently was a birthday party given me by our children, parents, and teachers. I was invited to the regular CCD session for what I was told would be “Questions and Answers” — but very soon everyone stood up and sang “Happy Birthday.” I have a birthday each year, like most people, although I know some grown-ups who claim not to have them, and I also know some children who like birthdays so much that they mark half-year birthdays. It is my lot to have a birthday usually in the lengthening days of Lent, which is not the best party time, although two years ago it was on Easter Day, which is the best feast of all. So it was nice that we could have a birthday party somewhat belated, because each day of the Easter season is a celebration.

			Our children also made this a thanksgiving for the Year of Priests. I thank everyone for the huge cake and the flowers, but I cannot possibly express thanks well enough to our young people for the cards and especially their spiritual bouquets. The cards are now nicely bound, and I shall keep them with their fine art, some done with crayons and pencil and others ingeniously cut and pasted. Best of all, though, is the book with promised prayers along with quotations from the Bible, saints, and popes. There are so many Our Fathers, Hail Marys, Glorias, Creeds, visits to the Blessed Sacrament, novenas, and Holy Hours that it would be hard to count them all. I know that these will be a kind of spiritual engine to help our church run better each day. I am especially grateful to have the photographs of our children as a reminder of what a fine church family we have.

			There are many challenges to rearing families in our culture, especially in a city, and it is the most heroic kind of vocation, but also the most rewarding. Parents and guardians are specially blessed by God, and children are specially blessed to have such good helpers showing them Our Lord’s love. Only a few years ago, our children were a small group, and each year more and more arrive, and we have almost outgrown our space. I often think of the part of James Hilton’s novel Good-bye, Mr. Chips, where the headmaster pictures passing by in his mind all “his” children he taught over the years — “thousands of them, thousands.” I pray that there will be many more. And I also repeat what I said at our party: that I have never worked a day in my life, because when you are very happy with what you are doing, every day is more like a holiday than work.

			April 25, 2010
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			The Name

			[image: ]

			St. John was the only apostle to remain with the Blessed Mother at the Crucifixion, and seared into his mind was the name of Jesus at the top of the Cross. The apostle was always reluctant to mention his own name. In his humility, all that mattered was that he was loved by the Lord. When we receive our names in baptism, they radiate the Holy Name, for every Christian is a spark of the Savior. We should say the Holy Name with reverence, and make reparation when we hear thoughtless people use it as a curse. They do not know its power, but Satan does, and that is why he wants us to twist it if he cannot blot it out.

			In the fifteenth century, St. Bernardine of Siena went from town to town preaching, holding a banner emblazoned with the letters IHS, which are the first Greek letters of “Jesus.” It was most effective in getting people’s attention, and Bernardine now is the patron saint of advertisers. In response to humbugs who accused the saint of making the monogram a kind of magical device, Pope Martin V told him to put a small cross over the letters, to make clear that this was the name of the Crucified One.

			Young John survived all the other apostles and, grown old and still remembering how the Master had called them teknia, “little children,” the night before the Crucifixion, he used the same word: “Little children, I write to you because your sins are forgiven for his name’s sake” (1 John 2:12). After Pentecost, with John standing next to him, Peter healed a crippled man by invoking the name of Jesus, which was better than “silver and gold” of which he had none. John and Peter were put on trial for this, and Peter boldly declared, “There is no other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

			In the spiritual combat of our generation, Satan would tempt timorous Christians to esteem other names as greater than Jesus. Recently a Catholic university covered the letters IHS at the request of politicians, so that the Holy Name would not be seen by the cameras at a public event. When the powers that be were finished, and the letters uncovered again, so also was the weakness of the university exposed. “But whosoever shall deny me before men, him will I also deny before my Father who is in Heaven” (Matt. 10:33). 

			St. Peter had no money, but he had the name of Jesus. Any institution ashamed of that name will find that its golden endowment is tarnished and its silver adds up to just thirty pieces.

			Ashamed of Jesus! That dear Friend
On whom my hopes of Heaven depend!
No; when I blush, be this my shame
That I no more revere His Name.91

			April 26, 2009

			
				
					91	Joseph Grigg, “Jesus! And Shall It Ever Be,” 1765; alt. Benjamin Francis, 1787.
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			Wolves and the Shepherd

			[image: ]

			The restoration of Grand Central Terminal took several laborious years. It was saved from demolition in reaction to the barbaric destruction of the grand Pennsylvania Station, an aesthetic tragedy paralleling the vandalism by liturgical renovators around the same time. The new and unloved Penn Station insults the aesthetic culture just as do many churches built in that period.

			The ceiling of Grand Central retains a small, untouched patch to show the contrast with what it looked like before the cleaning. So too, we need a historical sense to appreciate the contrast between civilization before and after Christ changed the world. He contrasts the world redeemed and unredeemed in His imagery of the Good Shepherd who “lays down his life for his sheep” versus the wolf that “attacks and scatters the sheep” (John 10:11, 12). The contrast is vivid again today, in the saints who follow the Good Shepherd and the evil people who terrorize humanity as wolves.

			Often, the wolves do not look like wolves at all. It is easy to spot a terrorist, but most moral degenerates can disguise themselves well. Some wolves are sociopaths with such characteristics as superficial charm, few close friends, unsettling obliviousness to danger, lack of empathy with suffering people while claiming to feel their pain, chronic lying, manipulation by habitual laughter and feigned cheerfulness, and a restless ego. Although they have no “concern for the sheep,” their antisocial skills paradoxically help them attain high places in society, supported by the very sheep they would devour. In contrast, the Good Shepherd “is one who lays down his life for his sheep” (John 10:13, 15).

			Wolves can fool the sheep, scattering and dividing them through flattery (Ps. 5:10; 78:36; Prov. 28:23; 29:5). It is significant that the same apostle who justly boasted that he flattered no man (1 Thess. 2:5) warned against wolves who disguise themselves in sheep’s clothing by perverting the truth (Acts 20:28–31).

			Putting aside the tendency to nostalgia, there certainly is enough evidence to warrant a fear that our culture is being seduced by wolfish leaders into a new barbarism as the end of a cycle of civilization. The innovative philosopher of history, Giambattista Vico, described the pattern: “Men first feel necessity, then look for utility, next attend to comfort, still later amuse themselves with pleasure, thence grow dissolute in luxury, and finally go mad and waste their substance.”92

			The new barbarism would be worse than the old, in the words of Churchill in 1940: “a new Dark Age, made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science.” He also warned that the worst enablers of social vandalism are not wolves in sheep’s clothing, but sheep in sheep’s clothing. Ignorant of the difference between sin and virtue, they naïvely “waste their substance” and welcome wolves while deaf to the voice of the Good Shepherd.

			April 26, 2015
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			The Soul at Ease

			[image: ]

			King Charles II said that a gentleman is one who puts those around him at ease. Even on his deathbed he apologized to the courtiers in attendance: “I am sorry, gentlemen, for being such a time a-dying.” 

			When William Penn, as a Quaker, would not doff his hat to the king, the king removed his own.

			Puzzled, Penn asked the monarch, “Friend Charles, why dost thou remove thy hat?”

			The king answered, “Friend William, in circumstances such as these, it is customary for only one man to keep his hat on.”

			One would risk glibness if not irreverence to say that Christ was a gentleman, but in His human nature He habitually put those around Him at ease. With protocols from the Heavenly Court, He went to lengths in calming people and caring for their comfort. Never did the Lord “lord over” anyone, and if the occasional hypocrite or unjust judge or weak disciple became nervous in His presence, it was the fault of their guilt, for He never deliberately intimidated or shamed anyone.

			Once, when a reporter shouted to the thirty-third president: “Give ’em Hell, Harry!” Truman replied, “I don’t give them Hell. I just tell the truth about them, and they think it’s Hell.” Our Lord gave people Heaven itself, and if that frightened them it was because their duplicity made Heaven hellish.

			In the Resurrection, Our Lord kept putting people at ease, saying: “Peace”; “Do not be afraid”; “Why are you troubled?” He went so far as to let the apostles touch His wounds, and He ate a piece of baked fish to domesticate their incredulity. I expect that the only one He did not have to tell to calm down was His Mother, who was full of grace.

			Jesus had no need to apologize for having taken so long to die, because His very agony was a grace. He did another gracious thing by spending the forty days before His Ascension explaining how all the tangled events of history shaped a picture and how the prophets were prophetic. You can tell how well He taught by the way the apostles later wrote their letters, always with that gentle zeal for souls that makes the term “gentleman” inadequate to describe souls so sympathetic. 

			When Our Lord had “opened their minds to understand the scriptures,” He told those in the Upper Room to “stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on high” (Luke 24:45, 49). We know that Peter listened very carefully, for when he was clothed in that elegant spiritual haberdashery that is sanctifying grace, he delicately told the crowd in Jerusalem that they had acted out of ignorance, but if they repented, the Lord would grant them “times of refreshment” (Acts 3:19). For the Lord — unbending to evil and fierce in the face of the Evil One — is also gentle in all His ways.

			April 29, 2012
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			Total Change — and Its Efficient Cause

			[image: ]

			In 1969, there were those who called the moon landing the “greatest event in history.” From various perspectives, there are many contenders for the title. From the combined perspective of everything scientific, moral, and cultural, the Resurrection of Christ was the most important. Everything AD is different from everything BC, in spite of nervous current attempts to eliminate the distinction between eras. 

			Given the historical ignorance and immaturity of many students today, who demand psychological counseling when they hear public speakers advocating thoughts contrary to their own and who, like Gnostics, even propose that sexes can change by a simple declaration, they will not appreciate the difference the Resurrection made in civilization. The political culture of our day is distressed by candidates who were not taken seriously as they cavorted on the campuses in the 1960s. It is a chilling thought that the spoiled youth on campuses today, rather like what Shakespeare’s Brabantio called “The wealthy curled darlings of our nation,”93 may be our nation’s leaders not long from now.

			Examine Roman culture before the Resurrection. The noblest characters of the Republic have molded some of the best of our own culture. And yet the pervasive tone of those days was melancholy, fear, and superstition. In the funerary ceremonies, actors portrayed the darkness of the Underworld, and those who could indulge the luxury of philosophy, tended to identify wisdom as wistful longing.

			It is a cliché to compare one’s own generation with the decline of the Roman Empire, but clichés become clichés usually by the substance of their accuracy. Even the Augustan Age came at the expense of the simple virtues of the remnant republic. Its religion had no moral component. The noncupatio was a request made of some god, with the promise to give something in return, or a solutio. The pious deal made no moral demand on the client. Power was the practical god, and anyone who could secure it was justified by the securing. The Triumvirate of Octavian, Mark Antony, and Lepidus was achieved by each betraying his closest relatives and friends. All was accomplished through the manipulation of a complex legal system of tribunes, praetors, quaestors, consuls, and aediles. It seemed neat on the exterior, if raucous.

			Then appeared people declaring that a man named Jesus had risen from the dead in a backwater of the empire. Not all of them were slaves and downtrodden — some were relatives of the Flavian emperors and rich families such as the Acilii Glabriones. The politicians accused them of contemptissima inertia, by which “contemptible laziness” they meant modesty, contempt for celebrity and public honors, reverence for life, disdain for cruelty, the exaltation of the family, and the indissolubility of marriage.

			The Resurrection of Jesus was not a myth invented to bolster this radical shift. It was the efficient cause of the change in the empire and the world. 

			April 24, 2016
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			The Ascension of Our Lord
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			Now Has the Son of Man Been Glorified

			[image: ]

			Like two bookends, Jesus speaks of His “hour”: at the beginning of His ministry, at the wedding in Cana (John 2:4), and at the end, when He says that His hour has come “to be glorified” (John 12:23). That hour of glorification is the unveiling of His divinity, since when He became truly human He never abandoned that divine nature. It was glimpsed at His baptism and at the Transfiguration. At the Last Supper, He spoke of His glory as something that was already there and would soon become visible: “Now has the Son of Man been glorified, and in him God has been glorified. If God has been glorified in him, God will in turn glorify him in himself, and will glorify him very soon” (John 13:31–32).

			Watching the Ascension, frail human eyes had a hard time processing that glory in the intellect. The description grasps for words to describe what is beyond familiar physical formulas: “He was lifted up, and a cloud took him from their sight” (Acts 1:9).

			His departure would make Him more vividly present. It was not like people on the dock waving wistfully to passengers on a departing ship while the band plays “Now is the hour when we must say goodbye.” I remember that scene from the days when the great ocean liners pulled out from the piers down the street from our church. Christ is no longer limited by space, so His Church can be everywhere, with Him present on every altar. There is then a paradox of glory: as Christ leaves, He says, “I am with you always, until the end of the age” (Matt. 28:20).

			This is the treasure and confidence of the Church in times when the presence of Christ seems obscured by tragic events and vain people. The beloved apostle John described the Ascension to Polycarp, who became bishop of Smyrna in Asia Minor (present-day Turkey), a city whose architecture can be seen today on the Internet reconstructed by computer-aided design. Before Polycarp passed along John’s description to Irenaeus, who became bishop in Lugdunum (present-day Lyons in France), he wrote:

			The faith and the tradition of the churches founded in Germany are no different from those founded among the Spanish and the Celts, in the East, in Egypt, in Libya, and elsewhere in the Mediterranean world. Just as God’s creature, the sun, is one and the same the world over, so also does the Church’s preaching shine everywhere to enlighten all men who want to come to a knowledge of the truth.

			Now of those who speak with authority in the churches, no preacher however forceful will utter anything different — for no one is above the Master — nor will a less forceful preacher diminish what has been handed down. Since our faith is everywhere the same, no one who can say more augments it, nor can anyone who says less diminish it.

			May 1, 2016
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			A Great Prince, a Greater Saint 

			[image: ]

			Nuno Alvares Pereira, born in 1360, was a descendant of Charlemagne and, by the marriage of his daughter to a son of the king of Portugal, became ancestor to many shapers of history, including Catherine of Aragon and Mary Tudor. One of his descendants was Catherine of Bragança, who became queen consort of England by her marriage to Charles II and in whose honor our city’s borough of Queens was named. She also popularized tea drinking in England. With his friend Henry the Navigator, Nuno began the “Age of Exploration” and took the gospel to Africa. Columbus might never have sailed without the patronage of Nuno’s descendant Queen Isabella. The assassination of another descendant, Archduke Ferdinand, triggered World War I and changed the world again.

			On April 26, Pope Benedict XVI, having recognized the miraculous cure of a blind woman by Nuno’s intercession, declared him a saint, 578 years after his death in the same year that Joan of Arc was burned. St. Nuno consecrated his life to the Blessed Virgin, whom we crown with flowers in the month of May because she was granted to us as our mother by her Son when He was crowned with thorns. 

			Nuno engraved the name of Mary on the sword he wielded to protect the people of his land. He secured Portuguese independence from the Kingdom of Castile in battles against tremendous odds: Atoleiros, Aljubarrota, and Valverde. Under a banner emblazoned with Our Lady and St. George, he would stop in the middle of the fighting to fall on his knees in prayer, such as when his six thousand troops were being attacked by a force of more than thirty thousand.

			Like Wellington and all true soldiers, he knew that “save for a battle lost, nothing is so tragic as a battle won.” Called “the Peacemaker,” he nursed his wounded enemies and refused the spoils of battle. When his wife died, he distributed his wealth to his comrades in arms and orphans and became a Carmelite monk. When former foes came to see “Fra Nuno of St. Mary” in his monastery, he showed them his armor beneath his religious habit and warned them he was ready to mount his steed again if anyone harmed the innocent. Sir Galahad was of legend; Nuno was the perfect knight in fact. He died on Easter Day as a priest was reading Our Lord’s words from the Cross: “Behold your Mother.” His epitaph said:

			Here lies that famous Nuno, the Constable, founder of the House of Bragança, excellent general, blessed monk, who during his life on earth so ardently desired the Kingdom of Heaven that after his death, he merited the eternal company of the Saints. His worldly honors were countless, but he turned his back on them. He was a great Prince, but he made himself a humble monk. He founded, built, and endowed this church in which his body rests.

			May 3, 2009
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			Ordinary Magnificence

			[image: ]

			In the days before professional sports became decadent, with players paid the prodigal salaries of tycoons, the average fan did not have to take out a mortgage to take his family to a game. Players had a more temperate sense of themselves as well. When Bobby Thomson hit “the shot heard ’round the world” at the Polo Grounds on October 3, 1951, he acknowledged the applause and then used a ten-cent token to take the subway home. 

			Simplicity was an instinct rooted in our nation’s original culture, as when Thomas Jefferson took the presidential oath of office and returned to his boarding house, where he waited his turn for dinner, and when Harry Truman left the White House and drove himself back to Missouri with no guards and no pension. He did not pretend to be broke, because he was broke. He refused directorships on corporations, saying it would be trafficking in the dignity of the presidential office. It cannot be said that Queen Victoria lived in penury, but she did have her own notion of domesticity when she darned socks for the Prince of Wales in Windsor Castle, humming, “Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home.” In her youth, she returned from her coronation in the gilded state coach, took off her ermine robes, put on an apron, and gave her dog a bath.

			Each Easter season, one reflects on how the ineffable glory of the Resurrection mingled with utter ordinariness. While endowed with supernatural qualities, Christ looked like nothing more than an ordinary man, and he ate fish and a honeycomb to prove that He was not a ghost. Peter, perhaps partly out of stunned shock, reacted by doing what he had done long before the world’s greatest event: “I’m going fishing” (John 21:3). And after the Resurrection, Jesus himself did not twirl about in oriental display. He cooked fish back home in Galilee.

			All this was because the Master had a plan for His Church and had to prepare His disciples to preach eternal glory to a world that calculates life in moments of time and measures eternity according to the concepts of space. Christ is too holy to appear exotic, and His mysteries are too profound to mystify. He interprets the mysteries of faith through accessible language and in cogent ways. This is the essence of His love, which is merciful and not condescending. In the sixteenth century, Saint Teresa of Avila had mystical transports while washing dishes, and in the seventeenth century Brother Lawrence “practiced the presence of God” while doing the daily inventory of his monastery. If there is any regret at all in Heaven, it may be the realization that in our short span in this temporal world, we did not discern the magnificence of ordinary things and did not perceive our true home in the House of God.

			May 3, 2015
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			Holiness, Not Entertainment

			[image: ]

			A chief attention of our Holy Father Pope Benedict XVI will be the Sacred Liturgy. Lex orandi, lex credendi — that is, “The way we pray shows what we believe.” The Pope wrote much about the “reform of the reform” of the Liturgy. By this he meant the correction of abuses that have spread as the result of a false understanding of what the Second Vatican Council intended. 

			Liturgy is at the heart of converting souls. The dismaying decline in worship in many places has ironically been the result of imposed attempts to “make the Mass more meaningful.” There still are some who defend radical changes in the Liturgy, in spite of the statistics that glare at them. Thus the old joke: “The difference between a liturgist and a terrorist is that you can negotiate with a terrorist.” 

			Pope Benedict is a splendid, not a sham, liturgist and will call the world’s attention to the Church’s heritage, which many Catholics have neglected. Young people have often been deprived of a richness of worship that is rightly theirs. If they fall away, it may be the consequence of not having been taught the true mystery of holiness. They do not need to go to church to be entertained. Worship is not entertainment. The astonishing practice in some churches of parishioners applauding each other and their choirs for their “performances” will be eliminated, when true reform comes. It is no longer done here. 

			In Eastertide, as part of the Year of the Eucharist, our archdiocese had a procession of the Blessed Sacrament the length of Manhattan, attracting over a thousand at some of the churches visited. Many of our younger parishioners participated. It is a sign of vital revival: this custom was largely lost in the guitar-playing 1970s, but the younger people are recovering it, much to the happiness of many of their seniors who were not swept away in what Pope Benedict has called “the cult of banality.” This is threatening and confusing to those who in the last generation thought they could replace the sacred tradition of true adoration, but it is the heart of true renewal of Christian fervor.

			In a spiritual anointing, our beloved late Pope John Paul II, when he was dying, assigned the future Benedict XVI the work of preaching the Stations of the Cross on Good Friday. The future Pope said amongst many things: “How often do we celebrate only ourselves without even realizing that He is there!” 

			“He” refers to Jesus Christ crucified and risen, the great missing person of so many new liturgies, which have become “meaningless dances around the golden calf that is ourselves.” 

			Great days are ahead for our Holy Church, which Pope Benedict has said is young and alive. Or as the converted St. Augustine said, “Late have I loved thee, Beauty ever ancient, ever new.” 

			May 8, 2005
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			Visible and Invisible
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			The liturgical calendar is filled with events in the earthly life of Christ. The one time in the year when nothing seems to happen, when chronology is a vacuum, is that space between the Crucifixion and the Resurrection. But the Creed does not admit of such an interpretation. When the Lord seemed to have become still, He was “harrowing Hell.”

			The point is this: His disappearances are as significant as His appearances. If you assemble the post-Resurrection appearances, including those after the Ascension — namely, to Stephen being martyred, to Paul on the Damascus road, and to John on Patmos — there are fifteen particular appearances. But that also means there were that many disappearances. Each time He vanished, He was doing something unseen. We may not know until we enter eternity what all that involved, but at least it explains why He said before the Ascension that He had to leave us in order to be with us, and why He said that He was going to prepare a place for us.

			In the detective story “Silver Blaze,” Sherlock Holmes told the Scotland Yard detective Inspector Gregory that the “curious incident of the dog in the night-time” was precisely that the dog did not bark. The silence was as revealing as any sound. This is to be remembered when God seems absent from current events, or distant from us in our daily perplexities. He who never lied said that he would be with us until the end of time.

			Rather than despair when God seems absent, the solution is to try to figure out why He is hidden. “Seek the Lord and his strength. Seek his face always” (Ps. 105:4). To want Him to be near is already to be near Him. “Take comfort; you would not be looking for me if you had not already found me.”94

			The saints have understood Solomon’s transporting love poem, the Song of Songs, to be more than an allegory of the love of a man for his beloved: it is a parable of Christ’s love for His bride, the Church. St. Bernard understood it also as Christ’s love for each soul. As Christ came into the world to seek us, so “there he stands behind our wall, gazing through the windows, peering through the lattice” (Song of Sol. 2:9). But there are times when He acts furtively, vanishing from view, intangible, enticing the soul to long for Him: “I looked for him, but did not find him” (Song of Sol. 3:2). 

			What seems an absence is a dynamic presence, apprehended by faith as “evidence of things unseen” (Heb. 11:1), influencing events and lives with a power not of this world. “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (John 20:29). 

			May 8, 2016
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			Obvious Truth
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			The last words spoken by Our Lord from the Cross to the human race were about His Mother. Through St. John He entrusted the spiritual welfare of all of us to her protection. The custom of crowning an image of the Blessed Mother in the month of May, which our children did so elegantly last Sunday, honors the promise and obligation imposed on us from the Cross. Mary has won the “crown of righteousness” (2 Tim. 4:8), the “crown of life” (James 1:12; Rev. 2:10), and the “crown of glory” (1 Pet. 5:4) that Christ offers to all His followers. 

			 Pope John Paul II has consecrated his pontificate to Mary (Totus Tuus, “All Yours”). He has asked Catholics throughout the world to join him in the Marian month of May for a special prayer intention: “That the family, founded on the marriage of a man and a woman, may be recognized as the basic cell of human society.” The need to pray for such an obvious truth indicates how deeply our culture has sunk into the swamps of degeneracy. An entire generation is being reared in a way oblivious to natural law. 

			Some politicians promote the destruction of the family and the legalization of counterfeit forms of marriage. Either by ignorance or demagoguery, some will try to lump the issues of abortion and marriage with issues of social polity. They will say we shouldn’t be “selective” in giving preeminence to the right to life and authentic marriage over other matters, such as ecology, the death penalty, welfare reform, health care, and so on. Usually, they prefer to remain anonymous and shrink from debate. 

			Such illogic would never have persuaded a more civilized age. It is a transparent way that the Prince of Lies would confuse people. Policies on air pollution, tax structures, seal hunting, and psoriasis do not have the moral weight of natural law as it pertains to the right to life of the unborn and the integrity of the family. Abortion is intrinsically evil — malum in se — and it is not a prudential matter like capital punishment or other issues. Excommunication from God’s sacraments is automatic (latae sententiae) when one participates in an intrinsic evil. 

			In the recent march on Washington by pro-abortionists, acts of sacrilege were committed, images of Christ were mocked, and priests and devout Catholics on the sidelines were subjected to obscenities, which the popular media did not report. It was a veritable Walpurgisnacht, and this is to be expected since we are engaged in a deep spiritual warfare. In such ugly moments, horrendously encouraged by many public figures who solicit the votes of Catholics, we are invigorated by the beautiful contrast of our Risen Lord and Our Lady, to whom He says, “Arise my Love, my fair one and come away, for the winter is over and done” (Song of Sol. 2:10–11). 

			May 9, 2004
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			“It Is the Lord!”
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			On April 30, Monsignor William F. Guido died peacefully, and his soul was committed to Christ the High Priest. He was the third pastor of the Church of Our Saviour, having previously been an associate pastor at the Church of Our Lady of Victory in the financial district. By coincidence, I succeeded him in that parish, never thinking that someday I would succeed him as pastor here. By another coincidence, our new archbishop, having offered Mass here on May 1 for the Sisters of Life, also offered Monsignor Guido’s funeral Mass the next morning. You know my strong view that the word “coincidence” is vague shorthand for Providence. God works all things according to His design and, to the degree that we cooperate with His plans, He makes all things well with us.

			As we pray for Monsignor Guido’s soul, we also give thanks for all his efforts in his years here to maintain and prosper this parish when it was burdened with heavy debts. We also give thanks that exactly one week after Monsignor Guido’s burial, Vincent Druding of this parish was called to the Sacred Priesthood. Monsignor Guido was born in 1918. Vincent Druding was born sixty years later. I was born halfway between the two. So the priestly line goes on from the Resurrection — when Our Savior breathed on the Apostles in the Upper Room, giving them authority to forgive sins.

			Whatever age a man is chronologically, when the priestly stole is placed on his shoulders he becomes two thousand as he is united to the office of Christ the Priest. And however old a priest is chronologically when he dies, he is as young as the youthful apostle John, who recognized the voice from the shore and said, “It is the Lord!” That is what every priest says each day when he raises the Blessed Sacrament at the altar.

			On this Fifth Sunday of Easter, having been ordained in the Cathedral of Saint Patrick the previous day, Vincent offers Mass for the first time on his own, having concelebrated yesterday with the archbishop. To the Eucharistic thanksgiving, we offer our own prayers of thanksgiving for our first parishioner to be ordained a priest for the archdiocese, and for all the young men of our parish now heeding the call of Christ to do the same. 

			Christ asked his first apostles, “Have you caught anything?” When they cast their nets into the deep (duc in altum), their catch was great. So we pray it will be for Vincent, whom we now call Father Druding, and for all the priests who obey God’s command. A nineteenth-century hymn recalls what began many centuries ago:

			God of the prophets! Bless the prophets’ sons,
Elijah’s mantle o’er Elisha cast;
Each age its solemn task may claim but once;
Make each one nobler, stronger, than the last.

			May 10, 2009
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			Good Memories
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			History is filled with surprising anomalies that catch us up in contra- dictions. Sir Walter Scott wrote in his poem Marmion about the Battle of Flodden Field: “Oh, what a tangled web we weave / when first we practice to deceive!” The battle took place in 1513 while Henry VIII was in France fighting as a member of the Catholic League. His queen, Catherine, eventually to be divorced by him, organized the battle with success. 

			Meanwhile, Pope Julius II styled Henry “the Most Christian King of France,” and although Henry would prove a disappointment in church matters, in 1521 the next Pope, Leo X, declared him “Defender of the Faith,” a title Henry kept even after it was rescinded in 1538. 

			In another anomaly, at the time of the Battle of the Boyne in Ireland in 1690, Pope Alexander VIII supported the House of Orange against the Catholic Stuarts, and ordered that church bells in Rome be rung to celebrate the Protestant victory.

			The web of contradiction becomes more entangled in our day when politics are complicated by moral inconsistencies. I cite three examples. First, the birth of Princess Charlotte Elizabeth Diana occasioned celebrations, as the birth of any baby should. During the royal pregnancy, no one had referred to the unborn princess as anything other than a baby. Journalistic attention was focused on whether the infant was a boy or a girl, and what name would be given. Yet by the laws of the realm, the princess was at that time a potentially disposable fetus. No one raised the question of the civil consequences should the unspeakable be done, and the child aborted if judged unsuitable for the line of succession.

			Recently, there was rioting in Baltimore — and demonstrations in the streets of many cities — over the death of a young man in police custody. Though that case has yet to be decided in a court of law, it absorbed national attention while at the same time the public slaughter of hundreds of Christians by ISIS received scant commentary. Although no one still calls these ISIS murderers “Junior Varsity,”95 there persists an ideological aversion to admitting that they are engaged in a most heinous kind of religious persecution.

			Lastly, when two Muslim men in Texas, enraged to learn there was a public exhibition of paintings of Mohammed, started shooting at the viewers of the art with machine guns before being shot themselves by law enforcement, editorialists were indignant — at the art. Yet not long before, some of the same editors defended as “legitimate expressions of free speech” a touring exhibition of a picture of the Crucified Christ submerged in urine by Andres Serrano and an image in the Brooklyn Museum that portrayed the Virgin Mary covered with obscenities and elephant dung by Chris Ofili (who was awarded the Turner Prize for his body of work).

			Such commentators were negligent of their own inconsistencies. Among the things they forgot, in their moral incoherence, was the advice of Pope Alexander VIII’s great-nephew Pietro Cardinal Ottoboni: “Liars need good memories.”

			May 10, 2015

			
				
					95	See “Obama Likens ISIS to ‘J.V. Team,’ ” New York Times, January 27, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/.
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			Crowning Glory
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			All liturgical celebrations reflect the glory of the Resurrection. Great feasts in May, especially the Ascension, are commentaries on Christ’s victory. May is a special time for honoring the Mother of our Risen Lord. The custom developed over a long period. 

			King Alphonsus X of Castille supplied music for the “Lady Month” of May, and the devotion spread, so that within a few centuries May was identified with Mary — just as June came to be identified with the Heart of Jesus and October with the Rosary. 

			The last word Our Lord spoke to the human race from the Cross was “Mother.” Mary shows the way to her Son. People who try to find God without His Mother will get lost, and those who call themselves Christian without calling on Mary are confused children. All honor paid to Mary is tribute to her Risen Son. Had Christ not risen from the grave, the most famous woman in history would be unknown, as if she had never existed. 

			The fair month of May belongs to the “Mother of Fair Love.” The first day of May was an ancient celebration of the start of plant growth. Hard and cynical people replaced the maypole with coarse Communist parades, but that illusion of a worker’s paradise without God has fallen on the ash heap of history. Ancient Romans dedicated May to the goddess of blossoms, Flora, and prepared for her feast with late April “floral games” (ludi florales). Christianity did not extrapolate a Marian month from these customs; these customs were an unconscious intuition that there would someday be a Blessed Mother.

			The bishops of the United States in 1987 approved this direction: “Coronation is one form of reverence frequently shown to images of the Blessed Virgin Mary. . . . It is especially from the end of the 16th century that in the West the practice became widespread. . . . The popes not only endorsed this devout custom but ‘on many occasions, either personally or through bishop-delegates, carried out the coronation of Marian images.’ ” Mary is ceremoniously crowned with flowers and jewels because she is the mother of the messianic King and his perfect follower. 

			Saints such as Elizabeth Ann Seton, Frances Cabrini, and Teresa of Calcutta (to be beatified October 19) are instinctively called “Mother” because of their maternal grace. Great as the title “saint” is, every man and woman harbors in the heart a hushed reverence for the title “mother.” This Sunday the parish crowns Holy Mary, commending our earthly mothers, living and deceased, to the care of Our Lord — who gave us His own Mother in the midst of His deepest suffering for the whole world. 

			May 11, 2003
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			Protection from Error
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			The singular and mysterious events surrounding the apparitions at Fatima in 1917, which will be celebrated on May 13, were deemed by the Church to be, while not essential doctrine, since all revelation ended with the death of the last apostle, certainly “worthy of belief.” In 2010, Pope Benedict XVI said that they have a “permanent and ongoing significance” which “could even be extended to include the suffering the Church is going through today.” Last year on October 13 — the anniversary of the “Miracle of the Sun” — Pope Francis consecrated the world to Mary, standing before a statue of Our Lady of Fatima.

			The Church suffers in many ways, most conspicuously (even if neglected by much of the secular media) by physical persecution in many countries. Indeed, this oppression is on the increase. On May 2, the Holy Father said, in an apparent reference to Syria, “I cried when I saw reports on the news of Christians crucified in a certain country that is not Christian.”

			A subtler form of suffering is by heresy. The word means choosing a wrong understanding of the truth, and this can be more dangerous than physical wounds, as it damages souls and not just bodies. Martyrdom glorifies and enriches the Church, while the spread of error weakens the Body of Christ on earth.

			While frequently lauding the inestimable gift of women religious to the Church through their work of prayer, education, and manifold charities (one quarter of all the world’s humanitarian institutions are sponsored by the Catholic Church, many of them through women religious), Pope Francis has called attention to heresy among some communities of consecrated religious. His Prefect for the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, Cardinal Gerhard Müller, said in an official letter on April 30 that they have succumbed “to fundamental errors regarding the omnipotence of God, the Incarnation of Christ, the reality of Original Sin, the necessity of salvation and the definitive nature of the salvific action of Christ in the Paschal Mystery.”96 The Prefect expressed concern that the Leadership Conference of Women Religious in particular has endorsed certain kinds of teaching that offer “a vision of God, the cosmos, and the human person divergent from or opposed to Revelation [and that endorsement of such a vision] evidences that a de facto movement beyond the Church and sound Christian faith has already occurred.”97

			Demographically, misguided communities are fading away in their embrace of ephemeral heresies, while many new orders are growing by the strength of “powers of discernment trained by constant practice to distinguish good from evil” (Heb. 5:14). These declines caused by error and the simultaneous growth nurtured by truth and orthodoxy have a parallel in the life of local churches, too. “Where there is no vision, the people perish: but he that keeps the law, happy is he” (Prov. 29:18). 

			As May is the month of Mary by virtue of its loveliness, it is prime time to ask her intercession for the whole Church, our archdiocese, our parishes, and ourselves. 

			May 11, 2014

			
				
					96	Cardinal Gerhard Müller, Opening remarks at the meeting of the superiors of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith with the presidency of the Leadership Conference of Women Religious, April 30, 2014.

				

				
					97	Ibid.
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			The Lights of Divinity

			[image: ]

			Manhattan has never seen so many buildings rising at the same time. Cranes tower at dizzying heights. Most new structures are sterile glass boxes, but there are a few eccentric structures designed by celebrity architects, or “starchitects,” as they are called, and those aspiring to distinction. They deliberately look as if they are about to fall. These may attract attention, like the Leaning Tower of Pisa, but that tower was not originally designed to lean. 

			Drawing on classical norms, St. Thomas Aquinas proposed that the attributes that make a thing beautiful are integrity, proportion, and clarity. Integrity is the suitability for its function. Proportion is the symmetry by which its parts fit and work together. Clarity is the radiance that gives delight to the eye and is chiefly the ineffable quality that gives delight to the beholder. Not to dramatize or condemn, it is nonetheless the case that an architect who contradicts those norms is mocking the order of creation itself.

			Our Lord sent the Holy Spirit to lead His Church into all truth. The Third Person of the Holy Trinity, who is the bond of love between the Father and the Son, unites the Christian (by “adoption” through baptism) with God’s beauty. Christ is the Way (integrity) and the Truth (proportion) and the Life (clarity). His purpose is to show us the Father; His truth is that He and the Father are one, and His clarity is the light of His divinity. Put those three together, and you have perfection. 

			Our culture is rather like that of Ephesus when St. Paul went there. Most people know nothing of what Christ has accomplished, and even some who think they are Christians could say, “We have never even heard that there is a Holy Spirit” (Acts 19:2). Our Lord tasked His followers — and we are the newest of them — to bring others to the beauty of truth. St. John Paul II said that his favorite line in the Bible was “The truth shall make you free” (John 8:32). It must also be the most hated line of the Prince of Lies. When he lies, he persuades people that his deceits are beautiful. He can even appear in attractive form himself. But his enticements are nothing but glitz, and in his lack of integrity, proportion, and clarity, cooperation with him through sinning makes his minions ugly. God’s grace is the opposite. In the words of a hymn written by Samuel Crossman in 1664: “Love to the loveless shown, that they might lovely be.” 

			The most beautiful of God’s creatures are the saints, who let the Holy Spirit dwell in them. “Your beauty should not come from outward adornment such as braided hair or gold jewelry or fine clothes, but from the inner disposition of your heart, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is precious in God’s sight” (1 Pet. 3:3–4). 

			May 15, 2016

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Civility and Evil

			[image: ]

			The ordination of new priests for our archdiocese last week was accompanied by delightful receptions well suited for the month of May. Graceful conviviality is becoming as rare in our coarsened culture as when the pagan Romans were astonished by the celebratory refrigeria98 of the Christians, free of the vulgarity and cruelty that the post-republican empire had come to equate with fun.

			Loss of reverence for innocent life corrupts the manners that were the signature of the classical ages and whose exchange for gaudy excess was the emblem of their decadence. The way people dress and speak and treat one another signals their self-perception. When civility is disdained as bourgeois, the servant is deprived of his royal dignity as a child of God, and the king is absolved of his duty to revere those he governs.

			Cardinal Newman defined the gentleman, and by inference the lady, in cadences that have become almost as incomprehensible as the terms “gentleman” and “lady” themselves. “It is almost a definition of a gentleman to say he is one who never inflicts pain.” He speaks of moral care for the consciences of others. The gentleman puts others at ease and “makes light of favors while he does them, and seems to be receiving when he is conferring.” He does not slander or gossip, treats his enemy as a potential friend and is “merciful to the absurd.”

			This is not the low discourse of modern politics and journalism. So annually we now have the perfect storm of barbarism at the White House Correspondents Dinner. Each year it gets worse, and this year a woman — hired as a comedienne — failed in the useful role of court jester, wishing on those “traitors” she did not like sickness and worse. The highest officials of our land joined in the harsh laughter and added sexual innuendoes. Like the Vandals who ridiculed the noble Roman senators, they mocked abstinence from vice and dissected virtue as weakness. Their cynicism matched Oscar Wilde’s when he said that a gentleman is one who never inflicts pain unintentionally. 

			Drawing on the fifth century Psychomachia of Prudentius, medieval writers charted kindness among the “heavenly virtues” to cure envy, which is a motive for cruelty, and pride, which is the alchemy of disdain. Newman knew, like St. Paul, that classical kindness is only aesthetical moral furniture without the love of the Holy Spirit (see 2 Cor. 6:6). But he also knew that uncourtly behavior courts blaspheming the Holy Spirit. When journalists approve the rants of poor breeding as “just comedy” and its victims as “fair game,” they approve the sadism of Petronius and the vulgarity of Rabelais. They shift from Mark Twain, who could disagree without being disagreeable, to Fellini, who relished degradation. For all his populism, Dickens was a rank snob when he said the term “American gentleman” was a self-contradiction. We should not want to prove him right.

			May 17, 2009

			
				
					98	Among the early Christians in Rome, a refrigerium (refreshment) was a meal taken in a graveyard or catacomb to pray for a departed soul — on the ninth day after burial, and annually thereafter. 
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			Heaven’s First Law

			[image: ]

			I am tempted to detect more than merely accidental circumstance in the fact that the apostles chose seven men as the first deacons: “Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, together with Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus of Antioch, a convert to Judaism” (Acts 6:5). There is an elegant symmetry in the seven days of creation and consequent replications of that number in the weekly Sabbath cycle and so forth, and it seems to reach full bloom in the Incarnation, with the seven sacraments and the seven last words from the Cross.

			Our Incarnate Lord describes Himself with seven images: I am the Light of the World (John 8:12; 9:5); I am the Way and the Truth and the Life (John 14:6); I am the Bread of Heaven (see John 6:41); I am the Good Shepherd (John 10:11, 14); I am the Gate of the Sheepfold (John 10:9); I am the Resurrection (John 11:25); and I am the Vine (John 15:5). There is an order in the Church reflected in the order of the universe. The Catholic poet Alexander Pope said, “Order is heaven’s first law.” God does nothing by chance, and His every action is part of a pattern. Just as defects in the natural order are understood as defects only because the source of all things is perfect, so are defects in the moral order affronts to perceived human dignity. These defects are commonly called sins, but the original sin, called pride, is the prehistoric rebellion against the fact of order itself.

			The seven images that Christ uses to explain Himself in terms coherent to our limited intelligence make sense only when we realize that each of them is attached to and depends upon the I AM. That is the identity of God, the source of all being and order.

			Our culture is going through an identity crisis in virtually every aspect of its existence: politically, economically, morally, and intellectually. There is even disarray in how to identify biological and psychological realities. Instead of male and female, some would propose an alphabet soup of gender confusion, with new letters waiting to be added in the maelstrom of disorder. 

			God’s creatures self-destruct when they separate themselves from the I AM, and instead of praising their Creator, there is left only a whimpering question: What AM I?

			Confusion about the self can be resolved by listening to Our Lord as He speaks in the Gospel passage appointed for this Sunday (John 14:1–12). An instinctive grace shines in the way He uses “I am” seven times: I am going to prepare a place for you; where I am you may be too; the place where I am going; I am the Way and the Truth and the Life; I am in the Father and the Father is in me; you must believe me when I say that I am; I am going to the Father. 

			May 18, 2014
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			The Holy Spirit
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			When St. Paul came across some people in the Turkish town of Ephesus who believed in Jesus, they told him, “We have never even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” So Paul baptized and confirmed them (Acts 19:2, 5). In the sacrament of confirmation, the Holy Spirit completes His work begun in baptism, which washes away original sin, by placing (“infusing” or “sealing”) seven gifts in the soul. These help one live the Christian life by perfecting the virtues. 

			God does everything for a purpose. Four of the gifts of the Holy Spirit perfect the intellectual virtues. The purpose of the gift of understanding is to give an intuitive and penetrating perception of truth. Wisdom perfects love, by enabling a right appreciation of how God’s love works. Knowledge, by discerning the divine plan in events, perfects the virtue of hope. Counsel increases prudence. Those four gifts, then, perfect the virtues pertaining to the intellect. The intellect is one element of the soul. Three other gifts perfect the other part of the soul which is the will. The gift of piety perfects the virtue of justice by helping us give to others what is properly theirs, refining our relations with others and most especially with God. Fortitude strengthens ordinary courage in the face of dangers. Fear of the Lord perfects the virtue of temperance by disciplining unruly desires and destructive appetites. It aims our temper against evil and helps us avoid losing our temper. 

			One could live a virtuous life without the supernatural gifts of the Holy Spirit. So we have the noble pagans of antiquity and the high-minded humanitarians of our culture. The gifts of the Holy Spirit move the soul from philanthropy to sanctity, transforming the human being into something very like God Himself. There is one God, but He can work through His sons and daughters who make themselves available to His gifts. 

			A toaster is not much good unless it is plugged in. A car gets nowhere unless the ignition is turned on. The day is not eventful until you get out of bed. These homey metaphors are reminders that we need the Holy Spirit. Many earnest people are like those disciples in Ephesus who believed in Jesus but did not know there was a Holy Spirit. Parishes can lapse back into that ignorance, which is worse than starting out ignorant. Frequent confession and Communion help keep the seven gifts alive. And when they are alive, they can change the whole neighborhood, city, and all of civilization. 

			One of St. Paul’s successors, a bishop, will confirm parishioners this Sunday, and will give Our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament to some of our young ones for the first time. This should enliven the whole parish. 

			May 19, 2002
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			Published Ignorance
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			Writers know the immeasurable blessing of a good editor who will check facts. Generally speaking, though, editing is not what it used to be. In reporting matters of church and religion, there is a specially glaring neglect of facts. And not knowing much about a subject makes some writers freer in what they will say about it. This certainly contradicts the way of the Holy Spirit, given to the Church on Pentecost, who Our Lord promises will lead us to all truth. 

			When the Pope was in Brazil, he addressed millions of people. On one of those days, a major news service virtually ignored that while reporting with astonishment that a U.S. primary-election candidate had drawn an audience of three thousand. Reading editorials about the decline of faith at the same time the Pope outdraws any secular figure reminds one of Yogi Berra’s comment about a restaurant — that no one goes there anymore because it is too crowded.

			The April 2 issue of the New Yorker ran a long article entitled “The Pope and Islam,” which almost dazzled any informed reader with the number of mistakes that could easily have been avoided by an editor who had read the documents being criticized. The burden of the piece was that Pope Benedict has broken with his predecessor in his analysis of the issues. Pope John Paul II, whom the article wrongly said had been a young theological adviser at the Council (Wojtyla was a bishop then, and Ratzinger was a young adviser, or peritus), was said to have been more moderate in his account of the theology and anthropology of Islam. A good fact checker would have pointed out that this turned reality upside down. What Pope Benedict XVI said about faith and reason and enlightened thought in his famous Regensburg lecture was a consistent explanation of what Pope John Paul II wrote in his encyclical Fides et Ratio. It is also astonishing that the writer failed to understand the important role that Ratzinger had played as a theological voice in the formulation of his predecessor’s teaching. 

			Hasty writers tend to summon up marginal opinions of theologians who agree with them rather than with the Church. At the same time that some of these sources were quoted disapproving of the Regensburg lecture, a friend of mine who is a Nobel laureate, and not a Catholic, and perhaps even agnostic, told me that he thought that Pope Benedict’s comments at Regensburg were brilliant.

			George Weigel, the noted commentator on the papacy and frequent visitor to our parish, has said that some of these so-called experts who are stuck in the worldview of the 1960s and are bewildered by present realities, resemble those World War II soldiers who were isolated for a generation on remote Pacific islands unaware that their war had ended and that things are very different now. His advice to them: “It’s over. Get over it.”

			May 20, 2007
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			You Shall Be My Witnesses

			[image: ]

			Scourging with whips in the Roman style could kill a man. St. Paul was scourged five times and on occasion presumed dead. He endured this because he had been converted by the Risen Christ. Accustomed to forensic testing, Sir Edward Clark wrote: “As a lawyer I have made a prolonged study of the evidence for the first Easter. To me the evidence is conclusive, and over and over again in the High Court I have secured the verdict on evidence not nearly so compelling. As a lawyer I accept it unreservedly as the testimony of men to facts that they were able to substantiate.” 

			St. Luke was a pioneer historian in a time when historical analysis barely existed. He writes that Jesus “presented Himself alive, after His suffering, by many convincing proofs, appearing to them over a period of forty days, and speaking of the things concerning the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3). 

			Mary Magdalene was startled by her encounter with Christ in the garden on Easter morning. She grabbed hold of His feet and then told the disciples, “I have seen the Lord” (John 20:18). Jesus ordered several other women who saw Him to tell the disciples to meet Him in Galilee (Matt. 28:9–10). On the Emmaus road He took two disciples by surprise (Luke 24:12–32) and then appeared to ten of the Apostles in the Upper Room (Luke 24:36–43). 

			A week later He appeared to the Eleven in the room, although the doors were bolted shut (John 20:26). In deference to human incredulity based on our limited physics, He showed them His wounds. In Galilee a little later, He appeared on the shore of the lake, helped His disciples catch 153 fish, fed them, and then talked privately with Peter for a second time (John 21:1–25; see Luke 24:33–35; 1 Cor. 15:5). He appeared to the Eleven who “saw Him, and worshipped Him” and commissioned them to preach. 

			Five hundred people saw Him on one occasion, and most of them were still alive to describe it thirty years later (1 Cor. 15:6). St. James saw Him, and then His Ascension into glory was witnessed by the disciples near Bethany (Acts 1:9–12): “He was taken up, and a cloud received Him out of their sight.” Later, St. Paul says, “As it were to one untimely born, He appeared to me also” (1 Cor. 15:8).

			The greatest evidence of the Resurrection is the Church. This Sunday in our little acre of God’s Kingdom young people receive their First Communion and are confirmed with the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit. Jesus planned this: “You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judaea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 

			May 23, 2004
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			Always a Gift

			[image: ]

			The Family Life/Respect Life Office of the archdiocese, in cooperation with the bishops of all eight dioceses in the state of New York, alerts Catholics to two radical proposals promoting abortion on demand. These are the “Freedom of Choice Act” (FOCA) in the U.S. Congress and the New York State “Reproductive Health Act” (previously known as RHAPP). Among the facts that the secular media tend not to explain are:

			1.	FOCA and RHAPP would make a “fundamental right” to abortion equivalent to free speech and the right to vote, and would forbid without exception any interference with that right.

			2.	FOCA and RHAPP would prohibit parental notification, clinic regulation, bans on partial-birth, and late-term abortions.

			3.	FOCA and RHAPP would eliminate the federal Hyde Amendment, which restricts federal Medicaid funding of abortions and would force all Americans to subsidize abortion through their tax dollars.

			4.	FOCA and RHAPP would threaten the freedom of conscience of pro-life doctors and nurses and health-care workers.

			5.	FOCA and RHAPP would threaten Catholic hospitals, social-service agencies, and schools. The government could deny licenses and funding to hospitals that do not permit abortions and would require schools to make abortion referrals and mandate abortion coverage in all insurance plans.

			6.	FOCA and RHAPP would jeopardize any programs that encourage pregnant women to bring their babies to term, by ruling them as “discriminatory.”

			7.	RHAPP would allow unqualified medical professionals such as midwives and nurse practitioners to perform abortions.

			All who defend the right to life as civilization’s fundamental civil right are urged to send messages to their legislators. More information may be had through the archdiocesan web site: www.FLRL.org.

			During recent political elections, warnings about such legislation were dismissed as demagoguery and hysteria. As in other hapless times in history, many said, “It couldn’t happen here.” It is happening, and the slide is being greased by smooth-sounding words and affable promises of “creative change.” Rational arguments are drowned out by crowds shouting slogans. In these times the Church asserts her vocation to stand alone against a cruel tide. 

			In the 1930s Cardinal Faulhaber of Munich risked his life to decry his government’s eugenics policies: “I have deemed it my duty to speak out in this ethico-legal, non-political question, for as a Catholic bishop I may not remain silent when the preservation of the moral foundations of all public order is at stake.” On June 29, 1951, a year before his death, the cardinal ordained to the priesthood a young man who is now Pope Benedict XVI. 

			In 2007, that Pope said: “Selfishness and fear are at the root of [pro-abortion] legislation. We in the Church have a great struggle to defend life. . . . Life is a gift, not a threat. The Church says life is beautiful; it is not something to doubt but it is a gift even when it is lived in difficult circumstances. It is always a gift.”99

			May 24, 2009

			
				
					99	Philip Pullella, “Pope Warns Catholic Politicians Who Back Abortion,” Reuters, May 9, 2007, http://www.reuters.com/.
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			Yes, Our Bodies Are Sacred

			[image: ]

			The Gnostic heresy has been smoldering over the centuries like a low-grade fever, never killing Christianity, but debilitating Christian life when it is not detected. Gnosticism is a denial of the divine origin of creation, holding that material reality comes from evil energies and thus is contrary to spiritual good. The Gnostic denies that spiritual goodness could have anything to do with “things.” Christian sacramentalism is a scandal to Gnosticism, because it holds that God Himself works through creatures. The feast of Corpus Christi celebrates the sublime mystery in which bread and wine become the actual Body and Blood of Christ. Gnosticism finds this “unspiritual”; even some Christians succumb to this fever and think that the Eucharist is “only a symbol.”

			Marriage is one of the seven sacraments, dignified by the first miracle performed by Christ at a wedding. Our Lord calls Himself the Bridegroom in a hopeful rejection of Gnostic pessimism about matter. The Gnostic perceives our flesh as a curse and rejects marriage because it exalts the body. This opposes the Christian view of marriage as part of God’s plan encoded in nature, with the man loving his wife as Christ loves the Church, in a union open to the procreation of children as the hope of the world. Gnosticism has typically rejected childbearing along with sacred marriage.

			The recent 4–3 decision of the California Supreme Court allowing same-sex unions to be defined as marriages was not only a species of judicial overreach, like the U.S. Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion. It was an exercise of Gnostic pessimism that rejected the will of 61 percent of the California electorate and discarded what has been the sense of civilized societies for at least six thousand years. The early Gnostics specifically urged the separation of conjugal union from marriage. In the twentieth century, a similar contempt for natural law promoted artificial contraception, which, while decreasing populations to dangerously low levels, also helped to double the national divorce rate in the space of twenty years. And research by Yale and Catholic universities in the American Sociological Review showed that couples who live together before marriage are 80 percent more likely to end up divorced. 

			The Catholic Bishops Conference of California has said that the decision of California’s high court “opens the door for policymakers to deconstruct traditional marriage and create another institution under the guise of equal protection.” Simultaneously, the White House stated, “President Bush has always believed marriage is a sacred institution between a man and a woman. It’s unfortunate when activist judges continue to seek to redefine marriage by court order — without regard for the will of the people.” 

			On the feast of Corpus Christi, we should also give thanks for Pope Paul VI, who struggled against his own distaste for confrontation to warn boldly that the Gnostic fever would lead to the moral absurdities now threatening civilization.

			May 25, 2008
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			Strategist of the Soul
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			The feast of St. Philip Neri (1515–1595) falls this Monday, on the same day that the civil calendar memorializes those who gave their lives in the service of our country. Philip was a soldier, too, albeit a soldier of Christ, wearing “the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (Eph. 6:17). He lived in a decadent time when many who called themselves Christians chose to be pacifists in the spiritual combat against the world, the flesh, and the Devil. 

			In the battle for souls, Philip’s most effective weapons were gentleness and mercy, though he was also a master of “tough love” when it was necessary to correct those inclined to be spiritual deserters. Although he was reared in Florence, Philip’s pastoral triumphs gained him the title “Apostle of Rome.” It was said of the emperor Augustus that he found Rome brick and left it marble, and in a moral sense the same might be said of Philip. The Sacred City was not so sacred in the minds of many, and his chief weapon for reforming it was penance.

			After eighteen years in Rome, Philip was ordained at the age of thirty-five. He polished rough souls every day in the confessional, where he might be found at all hours of the day and night for forty-five years. In the words of Blessed John Henry Newman, who joined the saint’s Oratory three centuries later, “He was the teacher and director of artisans, mechanics, cashiers in banks, merchants, workers in gold, artists, men of science. He was consulted by monks, canons, lawyers, physicians, courtiers; ladies of the highest rank, convicts going to execution, engaged in their turn his solicitude and prayers.”100 The oratorio is an audible relic of St. Philip: he invented that musical form as a means of catechesis. His magnetic appeal to the most stubborn and cynical types of people seems hardly less miraculous than the way he sometimes levitated during Mass, requiring that he offer the Holy Sacrifice privately. The Pope prudently, if understatedly, explained that the spectacle might distract the faithful.

			Refusing high clerical rank and disdaining any sort of human honor, Philip’s power intimidated the Prince of Lies as much as any earthly prince. There is a lesson in this for our own urban culture, and certainly for us here — providentially located in Hell’s Kitchen. The temptation is for the Church to give up on spiritual combat and retreat to the suburbs. This is a false strategy, since no terrain, concrete or bucolic, offers a complete escape from the Church’s field of combat. While consolidation of strength is a necessary strategy, there is no substitute for victory. If General MacArthur maintained that principle with earthly effect, so much more do the saints struggle, knowing that Christ has already won the victory, but also aware that to flee the field is to lose Him forever. 

			May 25, 2014

			
				
					100	John Henry Newman, Sermon 12: The Mission of St. Philip, part 2.
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			Joy and Holy Fear

			[image: ]

			The one thing God cannot do is contradict Himself. This is proof of His omnipotence, for as Truth, to lie would be to cancel Himself out. Consequently, when there seem to be contradictions in His inspired Scriptures, the task for mankind is to figure out why apparent contradictions are really hidden consistencies.

			For instance, God told Abraham: “Do not be afraid” (Gen. 26:24), and when, as Christ, He rose from death, He told the women at the tomb the same thing (Matt. 28:10). How is it, then, that “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 9:10)? And why does God say, “My covenant with him was one of life and peace, and I gave them to him. It was a covenant of fear, and he feared me” (Mal. 2:5)? And why is the fear of the Lord one of the “gifts” of the Holy Spirit?

			The apparent contradiction is reconciled by God Himself: “And now, Israel, what doth the Lord thy God require of thee, but to fear the Lord thy God, to walk in all his ways, and to love him, and to serve the Lord thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul” (Deut. 10:12). 

			That love is born of holy fear, or what we would call “awe,” and it is an awe as transportingly joyful as the dark fear — which “perfect love casts out” (1 John 4:18) — is frightful.

			Dread, or “servile” fear, in Hebrew is pachad. Synonymous with that is yir’ah, but that can also mean “holy wonder” or “awe.” Jesus Christ, who is the incarnation of the love that uttered all creation into existence, casts out the terror of pachad and infuses the soul with the bliss of yir’ah.

			In the Eucharist, the Kyrie eleison (Lord have mercy!) is penitential in tone but only because it is inspired by awe at God’s majesty. It is an acclamation and not a gasp of horror. It was with joy that St. Thomas cried out, “My Lord and my God!” at the sight of Christ’s wounds (John 20:28).

			Like breathing, which we take for granted even though we would die without it, there never is a moment when the Holy Mass is not being prayed somewhere in the world. To take it for granted is to forsake our wondering awe at knowing that Christ grants it. This Sunday, one of our parishioners, John Wilson, will offer his first Mass, having been ordained to the priesthood the day before. But if we are faithful to the Holy Spirit’s gift of holy fear, each Mass should be as our first Mass, our last Mass, and our only Mass.

			Without holy fear, there would be only dread. Perhaps that explains why our culture is so burdened with “phobias” and so unacquainted with awe at our Eucharistic Lord. “And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:20).

			May 29, 2016
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			Patience
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			The child in the backseat asks “Are we there yet?” and the psalmist pleads “Usquequo, Domine? (How long, O Lord? [Psalm 13:1]). Patience is a difficult virtue. As we prepare to observe the seventieth anniversary of the Normandy Invasion, we know that only those who were alive then can describe the excruciating months and days of waiting for what President Franklin D. Roosevelt called the “poignant hour.”

			Our Lord was patient with His apostles: “Have I been with you so long, Philip, and do you still not understand?” (John 14:9). In the days between His Ascension and Pentecost, He enjoined His followers to be patient: “And being assembled together with them, he commanded them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the Promise of the Father” (Acts 1:4).

			Patience is waiting without complaint. After the Resurrection, those who had been great complainers early on no longer murmured, but filled the days with great rejoicing, singing, and praying in anticipation of the unspecified day (“not many days” was all the Master said) when the Holy Spirit would give birth to the Church. That came to pass on the fiftieth day after Our Lord’s Resurrection. The Resurrection had coincided with the ancient Jewish feast of the First Fruits (Lev. 23:15–16). Christ had risen on that feast, becoming the fruition of salvation history. The Holy Spirit then came down on Mary and the apostles to fill their hearts on the Jewish feast of Pentecost — which celebrated the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai. Now the letter of that Law would be fulfilled by the Spirit who gives life to the Law.

			The Jews calculated the date of Pentecost from the first Sabbath after Passover. Thus, Pentecost followed Christ’s Resurrection not fifty but forty-nine days later, and the ten days of waiting following the Ascension were actually nine. In the Levitical system, however, the ninth day marks the conclusion of a feast and the start of a new day lived in consequence of waiting for it. So novenas are nine days of prayers in anticipation of the tenth day.

			The “relativity” of natural time is harder to understand than the relativity of moral time. For instance, one hour of pain seems much longer than one hour of pleasure, and the years of waiting for marriage are not as nerve-racking as the few minutes before the wedding. In each instance, the exercise of patience ceases to be a burden, knowing that the anticipated outcome will be realized. St. Peter was an impatient man until the Resurrection. Then he embraced the truth of eternity when he embraced the Risen Lord, and that made all the difference. He came to understand that “with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years are as one day” (2 Pet. 3:8).

			So, patience is based on trust, and trust changes endurance into joy: “For the revelation awaits an appointed time; it speaks of the end and will not prove false. Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay” (Hab. 2:3).

			June 1, 2014
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			Truth
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			On the fiftieth day after the Resurrection, God filled His Church with the Holy Spirit. Jesus kept His promise: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all truth” (John 16:13). Pentecost is the start of Christian life, rather than the end of the story, rather as Churchill said after the Battle of El Alamein: “Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.”101

			The power the Holy Spirit gives the Church is the truth. Truth is the ultimate power because it is reality. “Men may all lie, but God is always true” (Rom. 3:4). Truth always wins in the long run. In the short run, it may seem that lies win. But truth sustains life while falsehood destroys it. Jesus said that Satan “was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature; for he is a liar, and the father of lies” (John 8:44). Lies do have power, but it is a fatal power and eventually self-destructs. In our society there are lies that an unborn baby is not human, and that marriage is not naturally the union of male and female, and that truth is only opinion. When a society accepts these lies, it eventually clashes with inescapable reality and crumbles. Even Satan is forced to tell the truth in the presence of Christ: “I know who you are, the Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24).

			A recent film, Angels and Demons, is the latest embarrassing attempt to lie about Christ and His Church. It is filled with amateurish technical mistakes, not to mention the historical and archeological ones. The script says the Church opposes scientific truth, when in fact, as the recently deceased Benedictine priest Stanley Jaki explained in dozens of books, the Church provides the philosophical matrix for the motive and method of physical science. The Church attends to the truths of Heaven, but she does not neglect physical science, because God made the world as a blessing. 

			Galileo, whom the film mentions as a member of an esoteric secularist sect known as the Illuminati (which, in fact, was founded two centuries after Galileo), became the leading member of the original Pontifical Academy of Sciences founded under the patronage of Pope Clement VIII. Major discoveries in mathematics, astronomy, physics, genetics, botany, zoology, and medicine have taken place in universities established by the Church, and they continue to be the work of Catholics from John XXI and Sylvester II, through Hermann of Reichenau, Robert Grosseteste, Roger Bacon, Albertus Magnus, Jean Buridan, René Descartes, Nicolaus Copernicus, Anton Schyrleus, Blaise Pascal, Juan Caramuel y Lobkowitz, Angelo Secchi, Louis Pasteur, Alexis Carrel, Guglielmo Marconi, Alexander Fleming, up to Father Georges Lemaître, who proposed the Big Bang theory.

			On Pentecost and during the week following, we rejoice that “God cannot lie” (Titus 1:2). The same cannot be said of Hollywood.

			May 31, 2009

			
				
					101	Winston Churchill, “The End of the Beginning” (speech at the Mansion House, London, November 10, 1942).
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			Tongues of Fire
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			St. Peter preached a most powerful sermon on this day in Jerusalem and baptized thousands: proof of the Holy Spirit at work, since Peter would be the first to admit that he was worthless without that supernatural help.

			That is history, but we are making history in these days in a most spectacular way. The holy death of Pope John Paul II woke many people up to the mystery of suffering and dying, and the choice of Joseph Ratzinger as Pope is an inspired evidence of God at work. How vain are those remote pundits who disdain the gospel and say that the Church is out of touch. The Church is God’s instrument for touching His Holy Face. Millions of young people prayed at the late Pope’s funeral and rejoiced in his promised glory, and days later they and countless faithful throughout the world marveled at what God had done in giving us Benedict XVI. Our celebration of Pentecost is a little late this year: in terms of the calendar, it is unusually early, but it comes after so many marvelous workings of the Holy Spirit. Holy Week and Easter with the death of a Pope and the appearance of another Pope, and the mystical configuration of the liturgical readings for all those days, as if we were living in the first days of the Acts of the Apostles, made us part of the first Pentecost, when the crowds were converted by the preaching of Peter and his fellow apostles.

			We live in times when our almighty God is especially vivid and dramatically active. This may be due to Our Lord’s decision that our faithless generation needs signs and wonders for our unbelief. Nonetheless, the signs are there, and we are accountable to Him for accepting or rejecting them. To do His work on earth, the Holy Spirit gives us the seven gifts of wisdom, understanding, knowledge, counsel, piety, fortitude, and fear of the Lord. You can read about them on websites102 or read about them in the Catechism. But the reading is frail prelude to the living of them.

			Each week, we have a goodly number of new people worshipping in our parish. Do find ways to introduce yourselves to our new parishioners, and also pray for the children receiving the sacraments of Confession and Holy Eucharist in these bright days of May. Offer your own Communions and confessions for our new Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI, who has great works to do for us and with us in the power of the Holy Spirit.

			May 15, 2005

			
				
					102	At NewAdvent.org, for instance — search for “Holy Spirit, gifts.”
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			Citizens of Heaven
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			Religions contrived merely by humans tend to be exotic. But in the only actual instance of perfect divinity and perfect humanity united in a historical figure, Christ does not go about dressed as a wizard, and He tries to keep His miracles confidential: “Tell no one” (see, e.g., Matt. 8:4). He makes all things new (Rev. 21:5), but He does not make new things. Thus, Aquinas wrote: “Grace does not destroy nature, but perfects it.”103

			In the Resurrection, the Lord goes to lengths to show that He is not a ghost, even to eating familiar food. In the Ascension, when He vanishes into what limited language could best describe as a cloud, two men in white soberly ask those whose mouths are agape: “Why are you standing there, looking at the sky?” (Acts 1:11). For God — whose utterance “Let there be light” came billions of years before there was anyone to hear it — the Incarnation was, from the perspective of eternity, a holy mystery and not an artificial mystification.

			On Pentecost, the apostles are not changed physically. They are changed into moral agents of God’s power. Peter will have to tell Cornelius not to kneel before him because “I am only a man” (Acts 10:26). Paul and Barnabas will have to disabuse the pagan priest and people of Lystra (in what now is Turkey) of the conceit that they are Hermes and Zeus (Acts 14:12–13). A few years before, no one in Capernaum thought that Peter was anything but a fisherman, and a year back no one wanted to sacrifice garlanded oxen to Paul and Barnabas.

			Little more than a century after all this, an anonymous writer tried to explain Christians to a man named Diognetus. In one passage he says, “They do not inhabit cities of their own, use a particular way of speaking, or lead a life marked by any curiosity.” They marry and have children like everyone else, but they do not destroy their offspring, and they share their food, but not their spouses. It is in their ordinary way of life “that they display to us their wonderful and admittedly striking way of life.” For Christians, “every foreign land is like a homeland to them, and every land of their birth is like a land of strangers.” Here is grace at work on their nature: “They exist in the flesh, but they do not live by the flesh. They pass their days on earth, but they are citizens of heaven.”

			Stripped of its modern inventions, our culture is very like that in the fresh wake of Pentecost. Human nature is always the same, but grace can transform it without destroying it. Christians today, as back then, “are spoken ill of and yet are justified.” And as Diognetus learned, those who hate them “are unable to give any reason for their hatred.”

			May 17, 2015

			
				
					103	St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I, Q. 1, art. 8.
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			Instruments of God
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			The fire that Moses saw was not by any definition what we know as fire, for it did not burn the blazing bush. The light that shone from Christ in His Transfiguration was not what is light in the canons of natural physics, because it was of an intensity beyond accessible description — without damaging the sight of Peter, James, and John. Fifty days after the Resurrection, in the Upper Room, there was a noise “like” a driving wind, and then flames “as of” fire shone over the heads of the apostles. The description required similitudes because the noise and the flames were not a natural noise and fire.

			Christ promised that the Holy Spirit would enable human intelligence to embrace depths of reality beyond the limits of natural experience. Here at work is a principle of St. Thomas Aquinas: “Grace does not destroy nature, but perfects it.” The apostles became more intensely human when they received the power of the Holy Spirit: they traveled to lands beyond the limited environs of their early years, with a courage never before tested. They received the “glory” that Christ, on the night before He died, prayed that His disciples might share. Because that participation in the divine nature bridges time and eternity, there is an invigorating terror about it — not the dread of being diminished or annihilated, but the trembling awesomeness of breaking the bonds of death itself.

			When the Holy Spirit moves a man from aimless biological existence to what Christ calls the “fullness” of life, the reaction is a little like that of someone who has heard simple tunes but then encounters a symphony. Simple pleasure may evoke smiles and then laughter, but the deepest joy can move one to tears, and that is why there is that curious experience not of laughing for joy, but weeping for joy, and the equally enigmatic experience of lovesickness.

			Oft quoted is the diary account by Samuel Pepys in the seventeenth century after attending a concert: “That which did please me beyond anything in the whole world was the wind-musique when the Angel comes down, which is so sweet that it ravished me; and endeed, in a word, did wrap up my soul so that it made me really sick, just as I have formerly been when in love with my wife.”

			A fan of Jascha Heifetz told him after a performance that his violin had such a beautiful tone. The maestro placed his ear against the Stradivarius and said, “I hear nothing.” 

			By way of metaphor, it may be said that we exist biologically as wonderful instruments: the brain itself is the most complex organism in the universe. But we make celestial music only when the Holy Spirit conjoins our human nature with the Source of Life. 

			June 4, 2017
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			The Power of the Holy Spirit
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			Arriving in Ephesus, in what now is Turkey, St. Paul encountered some twelve men who had news of the Resurrection but had not followed through on its consequences. So he asked them if they had received the Holy Spirit, to which they replied, “No, we were never even told that there was such a thing as a Holy Spirit” (Acts 19:2). The fact that they spoke of “a Holy Spirit” instead of “the Holy Spirit” let St. Paul know that he had his work cut out for him.

			Those Ephesians were ignorant, which is not necessarily an insult. Unlike stupidity, which has no cure short of a brain transplant, ignorance can be cured by an injection of information. I know practically nothing about the inner workings of a computer, but I know a lot more about the history of the Saxon kings than the computer engineer who is patient when I have a problem with the Internet. Just as he does not think I am stupid for not knowing how to design a website, I do not belittle him for never having heard of the kings Aethelwald and Aethelberht. Together, resolving each other’s ignorance, we might rebuild civilization. St. Paul dug in his heels and wiped away the ignorance of those Ephesians by baptizing them with the power of the Holy Spirit.

			Pentecost and Easter are the central feasts of the Church. Without Easter there would be no Christianity, and without Pentecost there would be no Christians. Wherever the number of Christians increases, it is because of the Holy Spirit, and wherever they decline, it is because the Holy Spirit is absent. Polls now indicate that there is a vast number of “former Catholics.” This surprises some who thought that bureaucratic programs, enhanced communications, or a new Pope would change things. To some degree, there have been positive influences: the number of men ordained to the priesthood in the United States, having been formed during the pontificate of Pope Benedict XVI, increased 25 percent in just one year. The indications now are of a downward slope. To rely on personalities is to “place your trust in princes,” which the psalmist says is a bad policy (Ps. 118:9). Trust the Holy Spirit. He gives the gifts needed to change the world: wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety, and fear of the Lord.

			Did I say that those who had never heard of the Holy Spirit were Ephesians? You can meet them anywhere: some are doctors, politicians, financial managers, retailers, soldiers, professors, and even highly placed clergymen. They may be ignorant, but they are not stupid. Willful ignorance covers ears at the mention of the Holy Spirit, and there is a moral accountability to be exacted for that. But there are many smart people who are not intentionally ignorant. An informed Christian is at fault if he does not instruct those who are ignorant by default. 

			May 24, 2015
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			Founded upon Humility
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			The Resurrection of Christ and the descent of the Holy Spirit brought the Church into being, and so Easter and Pentecost were the first two great feasts. On Pentecost the Holy Spirit gave the Church seven spiritual gifts, and these are given to each Christian in the sacrament of confirmation: wisdom, understanding, knowledge, counsel, piety, fortitude, and fear of the Lord. These are not altogether what they mean in ordinary speech, and it is good to read about them and to use the season of Pentecost to pray for their increase.

			We can offer Communions and confessions for their increase, and this bears results. The baptisms in our parish have increased 30 percent over two years ago and are 80 percent more than twenty years ago. The increasing number of confessions creates a nice symmetry: the more confessions are offered for the good of others, the more others come to confession. Can you think of a better place for spreading God’s grace than right here in our parish in the heart of Manhattan? This is a big responsibility: Our Lord told us that more is required from those to whom much is given.

			The Holy Spirit leads into all truth. Pope John Paul II has called the loss of a sense of truth the greatest calamity of the age. When the Holy Spirit is driven from the soul by pride, the ego and its counterfeits for Catholic truth take over. “God wants this or that” becomes a falsely pious way of saying, “I want this or that.” Bogus invocations of the Holy Spirit have led to a decrease in faith, with resulting sadness and moral chaos. There can be no true joy without the truth of God. 

			It is remarkable that there seems to be such an increase of faith in so many in a time of such confusion, but that is a paradox of the Holy Spirit’s mercy for us. Nonetheless, those who propose reforms for a decadent society will fail if they seek legal and political solutions without the help of the Holy Spirit. The media have exercised their proper office in demanding accountability for the moral failings of Christians. They have done poorly themselves. Our major city newspaper, not reluctant to find fault with the Church, has had major ethical scandals recently and has refused to fire its editors. Nor has it ever apologized for having defended characters such as Stalin and Castro, or for having cast a largely blind eye on the early reports of Nazi genocide. The list goes on. 

			Truth is not a theory, but a fact. It is not determined by opinion. It is found by humility. The ideologue says, “That may be fine in practice, but how is it in theory?” The Christian says, “Come Holy Spirit, enlighten our hearts, and kindle in them the fire of Thy love.” 

			June 8, 2003
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			Fortitude
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			Among the seven Pentecostal gifts of the Holy Spirit with which we were “sealed” in the sacrament of Confirmation is fortitude. Fortitude is strength and power infused by God to help overcome difficulties or to endure pain. This “impulse of the Holy Spirit” perfects the natural virtue of courage so that it resists evil and perseveres toward eternal life. Its characteristics are energy, steadiness, promptness, and a confidence of success.

			Over the Memorial Day weekend, I preached about Father Vincent Capodanno, a model of fortitude. He was born on February 13, 1929, on Staten Island, and the hardships of the Depression were vivid in his large family. After his priestly ordination in 1957 he spent eight years as a Maryknoll missioner in Taiwan and Hong Kong. A year after enlisting in the navy as a chaplain in 1965, he was assigned to Vietnam with the marines as a battalion chaplain, and his pastoral care for the marine infantrymen who were called “grunts” soon got him the nickname “the grunt padre.” He requested that his one-year tour of duty in Vietnam be extended. On the front line in Que Son Valley, September 4, 1967, his men were outnumbered by the enemy 2,500 to 500. Early on, with two Purple Hearts already to his credit, he had part of his right hand blown away — but he continued to hear confessions and anoint the dying. A mortar shell left his right arm hanging in shreds, but he continued to give absolution, supporting what remained of that arm with his left one. When one of the soldiers was shot in the leg, he positioned himself between the wounded young man and the machine gun aimed at him. His body, with twenty-eight bullets, was carried off the field by troops to whom he had given Communion many times. Posthumously, Father Capodanno was awarded the Medal of Honor.

			It is military tradition that anyone wearing the Medal of Honor, however low his rank, is saluted even by generals and the commander-in-chief. A higher salute awaits those who live the virtues heroically through the power of the Holy Spirit. This May 21 in Washington, DC, 1,500 people attended a Mass opening the cause for the possible canonization of this Servant of God. Father Louis Iasiello, a rear admiral and chief of navy chaplains, said Fr. Capodanno was “more than a person of extraordinary military accomplishment. . . . He was also a Christian who lived an exemplary life of extraordinary virtue . . . who, through the testament of his life, offers all believers a model of faith to inspire them to live, more deeply, their own vocation.”

			St. Cyril of Jerusalem said that the Holy Spirit “apportions grace to each man as He wills. . . . He comes with the tenderness of a true friend and protector to save, to heal, to teach, to counsel, to strengthen, and to console.”104 

			June 4, 2006

			
				
					104	St. Cyril of Jerusalem, De Spiritu Sancto.
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			The Upper Room
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			Our Lord had sent the apostles into Jerusalem to prepare the Passover meal with explicit instructions about finding an upper room owned by a certain man whom he described in detail. The apostles found everything just as the Master had said. The Gospel accounts of those extraordinary days leading up to and following the Crucifixion and Resurrection are full of details, such as the arrangement of the shroud and linen face covering in the empty tomb. That “room for rent” was transformed by the institution of the Eucharist and the appearance of the Risen Lord there, with the doors locked, on two Sundays. After the Ascension, that same room became an oratory where the apostles and Our Lady and others, some specifically named, waited for the coming of the Holy Spirit, as promised.

			Our Lord never fails to keep His promises, and the rushing wind and the flames that settled on each of them signaled the gift of the Third Person of the Holy Trinity: the bond of love between the Father and the Son, which has animated the Church ever since that first Pentecost. Recently Pope Francis offered the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass in that upper room, invoking the Holy Spirit upon the bread and wine so that they might become the Body and Blood of Christ. That conjunction of things heavenly and earthly happens every day at Mass. The Holy Spirit thus saves the Church from being a museum of memories and gives it life from age to age, “ever ancient, ever new.” All the language surrounding Pentecost is about newness: “Kindle in them the fire of Thy love . . . and Thou shalt renew the face of the earth.”

			In confirmation the Holy Spirit blesses the soul with gifts of wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety, and fear of the Lord. The seven gifts enliven the intellect and the will, just as the Spirit of God breathed upon creation in seven stages. In speaking of character from the position of a detached philosopher, Aristotle emphasized three qualities of a well-integrated personality: ethos (an honest use of talent); logos (an honest use of the mind); and pathos (an honest involvement with the sufferings of the world). The Holy Spirit shifts this into a supernatural dimension by an ethos that lets God guide human talent, a logos that perceives the ultimate truth of God behind all lesser truths, and a pathos that unites human suffering with the suffering of Christ, turning tragedy into triumph.

			The Holy Spirit thus unites all human expression into one joyful song, as John Donne wrote:

			Bring us, O Lord God, at our last awakening into the house and gate of heaven, to enter into that gate and dwell in that house, where there shall be no darkness nor dazzling, but one equal light; no noise nor silence, but one equal music; no fears nor hopes, but one equal possession; no ends nor beginnings, but one equal eternity, in the habitations of thy glory and dominion, world without end. Amen.

			June 8, 2014 
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			The Gift of the Endless “Now”
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			All that Our Lord had planned by His Incarnation, death, Resurrection, and Ascension is fulfilled when He fills the Church with the Holy Spirit. Life cannot be seen, and it is known only by being lived. Thus, the life of the Church, lived through our own lives, makes Pentecost an ageless presence. We do not look back on the day when the Holy Spirit was given, for that day is an “endless now.” The Church enables us to enter eternity in time, most immediately in the Holy Eucharist, for eternity is not so much “timelessness” — which term we use in time to define what is beyond time — as it is awareness of God. “Now this is eternal life, that they should know you, the only true God, and the one whom you sent, Jesus Christ” (John 17:3).

			Last Sunday the largest number of children in the history of our parish made their First Communion with Our Lord. They are very young, but in that moment they became two thousand years old, and, more accurately, they entered heaven on earth. Today, one of our liveliest parishioners, Margaret Bradshaw, celebrates her 106th birthday, with vivid memories of her First Communion nearly a century ago, as one of the first beneficiaries of the decision of Pope St. Pius X to extend Communion to children. She gets younger with each Communion.

			All this is the measureless gift that Christ gives us by letting us share in the bond of love between Him and His Father. “Pour out Your Spirit” we pray on Pentecost, but only because the Holy Spirit has already moved us to want Him. A fourth-century inscription on the gravestone of a Christian in Asia Minor expresses the hope of all who have received the Holy Spirit: “Here sleeps the blessed Chione, who has found Jerusalem, for she prayed much.”

			Pope Benedict XVI is the ninth Pope in the lifetime of Margaret Bradshaw. Remembering his own First Communion in 1936, the Pope recently told a child: “I understood that Jesus had entered my heart, He had actually visited me. And with Jesus, God Himself was with me. And I realized that this is a gift of love that is truly worth more than all the other things that life can give.”

			June 12, 2011

		

	
		
			The Blessed Trinity
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			Sanctus! Sanctus! Sanctus!
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			While there are natural evidences for the existence of God, only God Himself can reveal to us the mystery of the Holy Trinity. St. Paul says that we can cry out, “Abba, Father” only because of the Holy Spirit, who “bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom. 8:15–16), and none of us can say that Christ is the Second Person of the Holy Trinity unless the Holy Spirit has taught us (1 Cor. 12:3). 

			This is why the feast of the Holy Trinity is celebrated on the Sunday after Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit taught the Apostles the mystery of the Three-in-One and One-in-Three. Had we invented God, He would not be a complex mystery beyond our unaided intelligence. In recent years, for culturally conditioned motives, some have tried to reject the divine inspiration by replacing the Trinitarian names with “Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier,” which is a “Modalist” heresy, for it implies that the Three Persons are different roles that God slips into for performing different functions. All Three Persons create and redeem and make us holy. 

			Since the Holy Trinity is the source and center of the Gospel, the Church did not think it necessary to have a special feast to celebrate this fact for about a thousand years. Special veneration of the mystery spread in France, and Thomas Becket brought it to England in the twelfth century. Pope John XXII, one of the Avignon Popes living in France, made it a universal feast in 1334, and in 1911 Pope St. Pius X made it a solemnity, which is the highest kind of feast. This is to be remembered when people think that the liturgical calendar is fixed and unchangeable. 

			A creed named for St. Athanasius, who was exiled five times in the fifth century for his defense of the divine nature of Christ, is a prime object of meditation on this day. It is included in this week’s bulletin and should remind us that the highest gift we have from Heaven is God’s revelation of His inner being to us mere mortals. Every misunderstanding about God, in one way or another, comes from denying what the Holy Spirit has taught the Church. To think of God only as Creator is a rather passive kind of inert deism, and to think of Him only as the Incarnate Son easily becomes humanism, and to focus only on the Holy Spirit becomes an emotional kind of spiritualism. 

			In tribute to the heavenly mystery, we have the privilege of invoking the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit as we make the Sign of the Cross, for Christ Crucified gives us access to the glory of His Father and the Spirit: “No one knows who the Son is except the Father, or who the Father is except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Luke 10:22).

			May 18, 2008
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			Truth or Blasphemy
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			The Constitution of Ireland begins: “In the name of the Most Holy Trinity, from Whom is all authority and to Whom, as our final end, all actions both of men and States must be referred, / We, the people of Éire, / Humbly acknowledging all our obligations to our Divine Lord, Jesus Christ . . .”

			The landslide vote in Eire for legalizing the fictitious form of marriage between persons of the same sex, in contradiction of all laws natural and divine, unearths the pulsating Druidism that St. Patrick and his fellow saints defied. The estimated $17 million from pressure groups in the United States is no excuse, for people will be pressured only if they are willing to be pressured. Another dismal fact is that more than 90 percent of the young people influenced to subscribe to this vote were formed in Catholic schools. The vote was less in favor of inversion and more in hostility to a Church whose Jansenism and clericalism had incubated corruption and lassitude. While most of Europe suffers from the deadly sin of indifference, or sloth, Ireland is in adolescent rebellion, virulent and irrational. This was exploited by political interests hostile to Christian civilization, and their propaganda combined legitimate accusations against ecclesial failings with a left-wing, secularist agenda.

			Ireland helped to bring the Faith to America, and when the flourishing of that Faith degenerated here, that donation was returned in the form of a bacillus. Ireland today has among the highest rates of suicide and mental illness in all Europe, and one-third of children there are born out of wedlock. Things are worse in the United States. Look at the St. Patrick’s Day Parade in New York City to see what happens when the honor of a saint is dishonored, and when ambassadors for Christ become nothing more than goodwill ambassadors.

			What happened in Ireland was not sudden. Like a dead elephant that remains standing for a short while before collapsing, so the Flame that Patrick kindled on Tara had died long before Catholicism was mixed up with political causes, and ethnic drollery replaced dogma. In mordant irony, just a few weeks ago, the Stormont in Northern Ireland rejected a motion favoring same-sex unions, a motion more indicting for having been introduced by the Sinn Féin, which had long persuaded naïve Americans that it was a Catholic cause.

			The archbishop of Dublin, hardly a firebrand, said: “Marriage is not simply about a wedding ceremony or about two people being in love with each other. Marriage, in the Constitution, is linked with the family and with a concept of family and the mutuality of man and woman as the foundation for the family.”

			In light of the fine invocation of the Irish Constitution, the Irish vote is worse than perverse: it is blasphemous. All the great saints of once-verdant Ireland would have used stronger language. 

			May 31, 2015
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			Teaching Us Everything
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			The feast of the Holy Trinity is an exclamation punctuating the joyous days following Christ’s Resurrection. Throughout His earthly ministry, the Second Person of the Trinity kept hinting at this deepest of all mysteries, as when He said that those who saw Him saw the Father, and that the Father and He are one, and again when He breathed the Holy Spirit on the apostles so that they might forgive sins. It was only as He ascended in glory that He explicitly announced the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.

			It is a paradox of our age’s pedantic arrogance that it tends to think of earlier cultures as rough and clumsy, while affecting exasperation at the subtlety of their language. As the Church prepares to use, later this year, a more precise translation of the Creed, there are those who say that the terminology will confuse ordinary people. The Fathers of the Council of Nicaea (AD 325), and later Constantinople (AD 381), did not think that their formulas were only for philosophers. Some were gifted thinkers. But it is said that Bishop Nicholas of Myra (known by many today as Santa Claus) was so unsubtle that he punched the heretic Arius in lieu of debate.

			We understand easily only what we have made. When it comes to what someone else has invented (for me, the computer is an annoying example), it is harder. When it comes to the Second Person of the Holy Trinity — who was not created at all — it is impossible to understand Him without His help. So Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to “teach you everything” (John 14:26).

			The new English translation of the Creed will speak precisely as the Holy Spirit did when He led the early bishops to speak in their own Greek, using words such as “only begotten” and “consubstantial.” The subapostolic Fathers were free of the bias infecting second-rate intellectuals, who suppose that deep thoughts are too obscure for anyone other than their extraordinary selves. St. Paul was an evangelical failure once when he tried to be a rhetorical success, endeavoring to persuade the professors in the Areopagus university by quoting their own authorities. He certainly had done his research, but he might have been more successful had he quoted Jesus of Nazareth instead of Epimenides of Knossos and Aratus of Soli.

			Yesterday was not atypical in our parish. Within about eight hours, I offered the Sacrifice of the Mass twice, heard confessions, baptized a baby, married a young couple, and buried a man. Each of these actions was done in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, in whom “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Though some of the Greek poets had used similar words, the Word of God made them real. That is why St. Paul died in Rome, not for a syllogist, but for a Savior.

			June 19, 2011
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			Radiance, Power, and Grace
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			St. Elizabeth of the Trinity was a French Carmelite who died in 1906, having lived only twenty-six years, but the greatest theologians would attest that she was their peer in apprehending the deepest mystery of the Faith. St. Thomas Aquinas said that his mystical encounter with the heart of Heaven was so wonderful that everything he had ever written was “so much straw,” which is saying a lot, since his works are among the greatest thoughts ever recorded. So it is more appropriate to say that the Trinity is apprehended rather than comprehended, for God is beyond all human intelligence. But Jesus explains it: “I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you” (John 15:15). So it is no surprise that even young Elizabeth of the Trinity was able to approach this mystery.

			Saint Athanasius wrote:

			Even the gifts that the Spirit dispenses to individuals are given by the Father through the Word. For all that belongs to the Father belongs also to the Son, and so the graces given by the Son in the Spirit are true gifts of the Father. Similarly, when the Spirit dwells in us, the Word who bestows the Spirit is in us too, and the Father is present in the Word. This is the meaning of the text: My Father and I will come to him and make our home with him. For where the light is, there also is the radiance; and where the radiance is, there too are its power and its resplendent grace.

			Having revealed the fact of the Holy Trinity, God left it to humans to find language capable of expressing it. So the Catechism explains: “In order to articulate the dogma of the Trinity, the Church had to develop her own terminology with the help of certain notions of philosophical origin: ‘substance,’ ‘person’ or ‘hypostasis,’ ‘relation,’ and so on. In doing this, she did not submit the faith to human wisdom, but gave a new and unprecedented meaning to these terms, which from then on would be used to signify an ineffable mystery, ‘infinitely beyond all that we can humanly understand.’ “105

			If that seems complicated, there is the prayer of the young Elizabeth of the Trinity:

			O my God, Trinity whom I adore, help me forget myself entirely so to establish myself in You, unmovable and peaceful as if my soul were already in eternity. May nothing be able to trouble my peace or make me leave You, O my unchanging God, but may each minute bring me more deeply into Your mystery! Grant my soul peace. Make it Your heaven, Your beloved dwelling, and the place of Your rest. May I never abandon You there, but may I be there, whole and entire, completely vigilant in my faith, entirely adoring, and wholly given over to Your creative action. 

			May 22, 2016

			
				
					105	CCC 251, quoting Paul VI, Credo of the People of God, no. 2.
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			The Mystery of Fatherhood
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			On May 29, when the secretary of Housing and Urban Development, Mel Martinez, was in the parish, I spoke at a dinner given for him and remarked that it was the 550th anniversary of the fall of Constantinople to the Turks, the 189th anniversary of the death of Josephine Bonaparte, and the 264th birthday of Patrick Henry. We call these coincidences. But coincidences are sometimes ways that divine providence shows the mysteries of God at work. It is providential that this year the feast of the Holy Trinity is celebrated on our nation’s official Father’s Day. Civil holidays like that come and go at the will of the government, and the Holy Trinity preexists all government and the universe itself, but fathers are not incidental, nor is the doctrine of the Fatherhood of God.

			The dignity of fatherhood is known by knowing God. There are those who would suggest the Fatherhood of God is a psychological self-projection of a patriarchal society. This nonsense is an old heresy known as Gnosticism. The opposite is true. The social order fully knows the meaning of fatherhood only as an emanation of the Fatherhood of God. Christianity is virtually unique in its understanding of this. Even the Jews, chosen of God, usually referred to God as Father only symbolically, or metaphorically. The overwhelming science of the Fatherhood of God comes to us through Christ. As we know of the Holy Trinity by revelation, the feast of the Holy Trinity is celebrated on the Sunday following Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit, the Third Person of the Holy Trinity, led the Church into all truth.

			Adoration of the Holy Trinity sanctifies and unites earthly families. Neglect of the Holy Trinity leads to family breakdown, sexual confusion, and social chaos. In many parts of our country, the majority of children have been abandoned by fathers. Young men often are fearful of taking on the dignity and duty of fatherhood. The catastrophic depopulation of Europe, which now is beyond demographic repair in the next several generations, is a bewildering consequence of this, and one rarely acknowledged because of social timidity to do anything about it. 

			As a priest is a father of his parish family, he is deeply moved by the young fathers in the parish who are Christs in their homes, loving their wives as Christ loves His Church and caring for their children as Christ laid down His life for His sheep. This is a glorious mystery, flowing from the power of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. The Catechism teaches: “The mystery of the Most Holy Trinity is the central mystery of Christian faith and life. It is the mystery of God in himself. It is therefore the source of all the other mysteries of faith, the light that enlightens them” (no. 234). 

			June 15, 2003
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			Prayer, Suffering, and Miracles

			[image: ]

			On June 16, Padre Pio (1887–1968) will be canonized as St. Pio of Pietrelcina. One of the largest crowds ever to gather in Rome will attend the solemn rites, for he was one of the Church’s most astonishing miracle workers. The miracles are indications of his sanctity, but his holiness consisted of something even more impressive.

			In 1971, Pope Paul VI said: “Look what fame he has had, what world clientele has gathered around him! But why? Was it because he was a philosopher? Was it because he was wise? Was it because he was a man of means? It was because he said the Mass humbly, he heard confessions from morning to night, and he was, difficult to say, a stamped representative of the stigmata of Our Lord. He was a man of prayer and suffering.”

			As a priest and consecrated religious, St. Pio was “Padre.” Civilization has been built by good fathers, and the Liturgy invokes “Abraham our Father in Faith” and all the patriarchs as witnesses. Washington is the father of our country, and Lincoln was Father Abraham to an afflicted people. Father’s Day is a civil tribute to the fatherhood that begins with God our Father, from whom all earthly fathers take their name. Bad fathers betray their families and their civilization. That is true of fathers of children and of our spiritual fathers who are bishops and priests. The Church is suffering today because many fathers have failed to obey the model of our Holy Father, the Pope.

			These months will see the canonization of some great men, each a model of some expression of fatherhood. I want to have a little temporary shrine to Padre Pio in the church, and to do this for some of the others too. Our Church and our culture need a good sweeping out by good fathers who will lead their children in the ways of righteousness. The way to keep a right focus in these days is to focus on the saints. The media have a way of ignoring the miracles of the saints, because they are inexplicable unless you admit the truth of Catholicism.

			Fatherhood is a masterwork of virtue. The decree of Padre Pio’s beatification in 1997 said: “It is certain that the Servant of God, Pio of Pietrelcina, to the world Francesco Forgione, professed Priest of the Order of Friars Minor Capuchin, has practiced to an heroic degree the theological virtues of faith, hope and charity, both towards God and towards neighbor, as well as the cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, temperance, and the attached virtues.”

			It is sad for the moment that there are problems in the Church caused by irreverence and immorality. It is wonderful that the Church’s other problem is that we are getting more saints than we can find room for on the calendar and our altars.

			June 16, 2002
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			Words of Truth and Reason
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			Having spent more than a few years dealing with mental patients, I thought I was pretty well informed about the etiology of psychosis. But one day I had to deal with an especially distressed individual whose symptoms were unlike any I had encountered. I asked a distinguished psychiatrist if there were a diagnosis for such a personality. He replied that, based on the information I had given him, the best term was “nutcase.” 

			That was precisely what the Roman governor Porcius Festus thought of St. Paul. The apostle had been imprisoned by the previous governor, Felix, for causing social unrest. The problem was that Paul’s alleged crimes had to do with religion, and the cynical Romans did not want to get involved in matters concerning Judaism or indeed anything outside the Roman legal system. As the Greeks were by nature philosophers, so the Romans were above all lawyers. When the King of Galilee, Julius Marcus Agrippa II, visited Festus in the coastal city of Caesarea with his sister, Julian Berenice of Cilicia (with whom he was said to have had an incestuous relationship), Festus described to them with Roman disdain this Paul of Tarsus, who spoke of “a certain Jesus who had died, but who Paul claimed was alive” (Acts 25:19).

			After Paul testified before King Agrippa, Festus shouted, “You are mad, Paul; such language is driving you mad!” He assumed Paul was an ivory-tower Hebrew intellectual — unlike sturdy Romans, who built real towers and aqueducts and bridges. But Paul said, “I am not mad, most excellent Festus. I am speaking words of truth and reason.” Agrippa remarked, only half in jest, “You will soon persuade me to play the Christian” (Acts 26:24–28).

			Christians here are engaged in a confrontation with our national authorities that resembles St. Paul’s trials.106 As in Rome, some in authority assume that anyone who believes in a “certain Jesus who had died but who Paul claimed was alive” must be mad. With admirable unity, the Catholic bishops are defying our present government. This discomfits vague Catholics who prefer Caesar and his largesse to Christ and His sacrifice.

			I recently received a note saying that our bishops are exaggerating the state of things to mislead the people. I should be glad to disprove that in public debate — for there is no substance to such a view — but the note was anonymous. Paul was not mad, and we celebrate the mystery that will always be a puzzle to those who define reality on their own terms: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with all of you” (2 Cor. 13:13).

			June 3, 2012

			
				
					106	While promoting his federal takeover of medical care, the 2010 Affordable Care Act (ACA), then-President Obama promised that nothing in the measure would violate First Amendment religious freedoms. Yet by 2011, Mr. Obama and his administration were demanding that all employers pay for employee medical policies that cover acts that plainly violate Catholic teaching, such as contraception, sterilization, and abortion — including, ludicrously, such employers as the Little Sisters of the Poor, a religious community founded in 1839 to care for the elderly poor. Mr. Obama and his attorney general insisted that the Sisters comply under threat of fines. The Little Sisters sued in federal court. Legal challenges to the ACA continue in the courts as of this writing — half a half past the end of the Obama presidency.

								The ACA may be dismantled piecemeal. In 2014 in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby, the U.S. Supreme Court declared that the act violates the First Amendment rights of closely held businesses. In 2016, the Court rebuffed Obama’s defense against the Little Sisters’ suit by remanding it to the lower courts. In 2017, President Trump, who had supported the Little Sisters during campaign debates, issued an executive order protecting the Sisters and promised that their legal ordeal would “soon be over.”

				

			

		

	
		
			The Body and Blood of Christ
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			Corpus Christi

			[image: ]

			The greatest gift of God to us is Himself in the Holy Eucharist. Pentecost Sunday celebrated the coming of the Holy Spirit into the Church, and Trinity Sunday celebrated the central mystery of the Faith, the dogma of the Holy Trinity. Today, in a feast formally decreed by Pope Urban IV in 1264, the celebration of the Body of Christ, Corpus Christi, becomes a celebration of a celebration, for it rejoices in the Eucharistic action during which the Church prays to God the Father, invoking God the Holy Spirit to change the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of God the Son. All this is a unified action, indeed a sacred dance, ritualizing the unity and harmony of the Three Persons of the Holy Trinity. 

			In the Eucharist, the priest prays: Ut hoc sacrificium meum ac vestrum acceptabile fiat apud Deum Patrem omnipotentem (that this sacrifice — mine and yours — may be acceptable to God the almighty Father). This can be confusing in the current English translation of the Mass, which renders it as “our sacrifice.” The listener might not pick up that the priest and the faithful are making different sacrifices. The priest offers the sacrifice of Christ Himself. To this, the people add the sacrifice of their own selves: their souls, their bodies, and their possessions. That is why money and other gifts are offered, as signs of the week’s work. 

			The host and the wine are then discerned by the agency of the same Holy Spirit as Christ’s true Body and Blood. Then, the inspired faithful are able to pray to God as “Our Father who art in heaven.” The title “God” is now replaced by the intimate identity He has revealed. “Because you are his sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father’ “ (Gal. 4:6; cf. Rom. 8:15). As Pope Francis recently said, “The Eucharist is like the ‘burning bush’ in which the Trinity humbly dwells and communicates itself: this is why the Church has placed the feast of the Body of the Lord after that of the Trinity.”107 So the Eucharist encounters the inner mystery of the I AM as the Triune God.

			The Church is a tabernacle for the altar of the Eucharist, and each of us becomes a tabernacle for our Eucharistic Lord when we receive Him in Communion. 

			I was at the deathbed of a friend who had spent time in a Nazi prisoner-of-war camp. For the rest of his life — nearly seventy years — he thanked the Holy Trinity by regularly attending Nocturnal Devotion. While only mortal, kneeling before the Blessed Sacrament, he had the inestimable privilege that all of us have, of singing with all the angels and saints: Kadosh, Kadosh, Kadosh. Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus. Holy, Holy, Holy. 

			June 22, 2014 

			
				
					107	Kerri Lenartowick, “Pope Invites Romans, Pilgrims to Eucharistic Procession,” Catholic News Agency, June 15, 2014.
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			A Return to the Presence
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			Last week all of us were happily moved by the first Communions of some of the children of the parish. Aesthetically and ascetically, in beauty and in truth, I think all of us prayed that we might be able to make our Communion with Our Lord as directly and purely as did our newest communicants. He is truly with us, Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity, in a mystery beyond all adequate description but which the saints of the Church have called transubstantiation and have fallen down and adored.

			This is the heart of Christian life. Some ardent Christians who seek the power of the Holy Spirit have grown impatient with the forms of worship that Jesus Himself ordained and have drifted off into various heretical sects. Others continue to call themselves Catholics while substituting their own minds for the Infinite Wisdom that comes to us under the outward appearances of bread and wine. It is sad to seek Christ and settle for a substitute, but this is what the sectarians do when they remove themselves from the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist. 

			I recently received a letter from a couple in California who came to the fullness of Faith by reading the Fathers of the Church on the mystery of the Eucharist. By God’s grace they survived a superficial catechesis in preparation for their reception into the Church. On a subsequent visit to Manhattan, they came into our church and saw Our Lord enshrined in the tabernacle and were guided in making a good confession. A national Catholic newspaper also recently featured our tabernacle in a front-page article, remarking how the restoration of the Real Presence in the center of the sanctuary has issued in many conversions. “I, if I be lifted up, will draw all men unto myself “ (John 12:32). No longer is the pastor’s chair high and lifted up. Christ is.

			Poor catechesis has obscured this. A result has been that the majority of people who call themselves Catholics (a majority!) in the United States no longer discern Our Lord as truly present in the Mass. The Holy Spirit has begun a powerful return to the truth. Pope Benedict XVI is praying powerfully for this, and we should offer our confessions and Communions to strengthen his hope. The archbishop of Denver, Charles Chaput, recently said: “Whenever the Church is criticized, she understands herself better and is purified. And when she’s purified, then she better serves the Lord. We’re at a time for the Church in our country when some Catholics — too many — are discovering that they’ve gradually become non-Catholics who happen to go to Mass. That’s sad and difficult and a judgment on a generation of Catholic leadership. But it may be exactly the moment of truth the Church needs.”108 

			May 29, 2005

			
				
					108	Archbishop Charles J. Chaput, O.F.M. Cap., “It’s a Matter of Honesty: To Receive Communion, We Need to Be in Communion,” Denver Catholic Register, May 26, 2004.
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			Pouring Light from Her Hands 

			[image: ]

			Heretics usually start out with a sincere desire to make obscure things clearer. A case in point is trying to explain the Real Presence of Christ in the sacred species of the altar by concentrating on Him alone. Some speak rather cloyingly of “going to say hello to Jesus,” as if a Holy Hour were a courtesy call on a retired clergyman. And there are, sad to say, some priests who have a compulsive twitch to change the words of the Mass when they raise the Host, so that instead of “Behold the Lamb of God,” they will say, “This is Jesus.” The problem with these expressions is not that they are wrong, for they are right — but they are not right enough.

			The Holy Eucharist brings the undivided God to us, and Christ makes visible the divine indivisibility. What the Three Persons are in themselves is what They are to each other, and what They do is not done in the isolation of One from the Others. When the Host is lifted at the altar, the Holy Spirit recalls to the hearts of the faithful the words of Jesus: “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9).

			Today a bishop, as a successor of the apostles, will give a number of our children their first Communion and will confirm some with the sevenfold gifts of the Holy Spirit. It is hoped that when they are older, the Holy Spirit will have made them more able to explain the Eucharist. But they will never be more open to God’s grace than in this time of innocence. The three little children in Fatima encountered the Eucharist more profoundly than any doctor of divinity. In 1916, the year before Our Lady appeared to them, they saw the “Angel of Portugal” suspended in the air and prostrate before a Host from which drops of blood poured into a chalice. The angel then gave the children Communion: “Take and drink the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ.” On May 13, 1917, the mother of God appeared to the children with light pouring onto them from her hands. By a common inspiration, the untutored children knelt and repeated: “O most Holy Trinity, I adore You! My God, my God, I love You in the most Blessed Sacrament!” The daughter of the Father and mother of the Son and spouse of the Holy Spirit was joining them in Eucharistic praise of the Most Holy Trinity.

			June 6, 2010
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			Flesh and Truth
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			Devotees of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Iolanthe know the lament of Strephon, who was half man and half woodland sprite: “My body can creep through a keyhole, but what’s the good of that when my legs are left kicking behind?” This came to mind when a picture of Bruce Jenner dressed as a woman appeared on a magazine cover. He received ESPN’s Arthur Ashe Courage Award for having “shown the courage to embrace a truth that had been hidden for years.” Sixty-five years, that is.

			Anyone listening to the conversations of sedentary former athletes on ESPN is perhaps not seeking the deeper significance of things, but the declaration that a man is a woman must astonish alert minds — including the Olympic judges who awarded Mr. Jenner a medal under the impression that he was a man.

			The longest-simmering heresy in Christian history is Gnosticism, which opposes things spiritual to things material, with the consequence that one’s authentic identity is “trapped” in the body. The Christian knows that the body is a temple and not a prison. Philosophers like Immanuel Kant gave Gnosticism a sophisticated veneer, but the invariable result is a creature like Strephon — in mind one thing and in body something else. 

			John Milton wrote, “The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.” Modernity paid the price for opting in favor of Gnosticism when the myth of Superman replacing God led to a world war. In 1941, Cardinal Gerlier preached in Lyons: “The world of the future will be Christian or it will be hell.”

			Our culture is succumbing to a predilection for a mental construct that seems not far from hellish. I received a questionnaire from Google asking me to check: (1) male (2) female, or (3) other. The book of Revelation (22:15) speaks of pharmakos — with reference to illusions induced by drugs. Real science prefers truth to pharmakos, even when the truth at first may seem only a hypothesis. In 1965, the Johns Hopkins Hospital pioneered “sex-change” surgery. Since “gender” is a grammatical term with no proper application to biology, the term “transgenderism” had not yet been coined. Such surgery has been stopped there, and Dr. Paul R. McHugh, Distinguished Service Professor of Psychiatry at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, explains that changing one’s sex is “biologically impossible,” that those who want to do so are mentally ill, and that those who promote what is now called “sex-reassignment surgery” are encouraging mental disorder. Women make excellent women, but men do not. The imitation is bound to caricature feminine grace, as if the ideal woman were Mae West on steroids. 

			Pope Francis compared the destructiveness of gender confusion and its consequent mutilation to the effects of nuclear annihilation, adding: “Let’s think also of genetic manipulation, of the manipulation of life, or of the gender theory, that does not recognize the order of creation.”

			June 14, 2015
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			“Never Did Man Speak Like This Man”
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			The seasonal allergy of commencement addresses with their platitudes and grandiosities is now ending, and most of them will be wiped from memory by the healing unction of time. I read one particularly ineloquent speech that cannot easily be forgotten because of the nonchalant way the speaker unleashed a cataract of tasteless humor and crude language. He even mocked the words of the school’s motto, which is a quotation of the Word of God. 

			The evaporation of erudition in our universities has made celebrity more important than science, to the point where degree ceremonies are addressed by entertainers instead of scholars. There is no equilibrium in this: the number of lame comedians speaking at graduations is greater than the number of philologists speaking at the Oscar ceremonies. More foreboding is the way the confusion of fame with integrity is applauded by reasonably intelligent people. The coarsening of speech turns from thesis to fact when it degrades even those who have had some vestigial acquaintance with high culture. 

			Two thousand years ago, a voice cried out in the wilderness announcing the approach of the Word of God in the flesh. Then the Word spoke: “Amen, amen I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you do not have life within you” (John 6:53). In response, “many of his disciples returned to their former way of life, and no longer accompanied Him. Jesus then said to the Twelve, ‘Do you also want to leave?’ Simon Peter answered him, ‘Master, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life’ “ (John 6:66–68). 

			In the succession of Simon Peter, Benedict XVI led the faithful on the feast of Corpus Christi, bidding a fractious culture not to return to its former way of life. With degraded voices all around — the shrill echoes of proud people who once thought their academies and economies would last forever — Christ speaks to us by His true presence in the Eucharist, Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity. His priest at the altar invokes the same power that made the universe out of nothing. 

			Christ the Living Word condescends to come among us so that we might not be vulgarized, and He allows Himself to be mocked, so that we are not demeaned. That is why, after hearing Jesus, even skeptics said what no one has ever been able to say at the end of a graduation speech, however worthy or ignoble: “Never has a man spoken the way this man speaks” (John 7:46). 

			June 26, 2011
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			Desire and Illusion 
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			A young city boy on his first camping trip woke his father at dawn and said, as he gazed out of his tent, “Look, Dad, the sun is rising just like on TV.” Our present generation, of which we are privileged to be a laggard part, does not find it easy to distinguish actuality from artifice. In the background is a reluctance to acknowledge that an impression of reality is not the same as reality itself. This is symptomatic of what Pope Benedict XVI called the “dictatorship of relativism.”

			By that he meant the notion absorbed by people bereft of logic, that what one wants something to be, comes to be — simply by the wanting. This has immediate and desultory influence on moral conduct. Like the little boy who thought that the real sun looked like the cartoon sun on television (or, like the nice woman who told me that the altar flowers were so lovely that she thought they were artificial), people may reject the concrete facts of nature and posture that their desires are legitimate just because they are desired. A lurid example of this is the redefinition of marriage to make that organic and divine institution nothing more than a fantasy of one’s arrested emotional development, the product of a plebiscite, and the opinion of judges in solemn robes. Polls and parliaments are willing tyrants when the mob consents to be tyrannized by their opinions and decrees.

			G. K. Chesterton gently slapped his readers back to reality from egoistic comas when he wrote in his Short History of England: “To have the right to do a thing is not at all the same as to be right in doing it.” So when someone says, “I am free to do what I want with my body,” you may be impelled by charity and justice to reply that he is indeed so free, but if he defies the law of gravity, the pavement quickly will be of a different opinion, and if he says there is no difference between a man and a woman, two shades named Adam and Eve will rise up with mocking smiles.

			Those who have long sipped the intoxicating nectar of false perception may hesitate to draw a line between desire and dogma, fabrication and fact. If reality is nothing more than the visible costume of an impression, impressive tyrants will orchestrate that fantasy from their balconies, with rhetoric to mold malleable minds. The long legacy of demagoguery attests that weak points persuade people if the points are shouted loudly enough to overwhelm reason. Opinion polls shout, and network “talking heads” shout, and Internet pundits shout, but then there is a “still, small voice” that does not fade away: the long and logical echo of “Fiat Lux” uttered by the real Creator of the real universe. 

			June 7, 2015
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			Civilization — the Gift of Martyrs
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			The film Cabaret is better known these days than the novel The Berlin Stories, on which its screenplay is based. Christopher Isherwood described the dissolute culture of a demoralized people that gave rise to the National Socialists. Heroes in the German Church defied the Nazi outrages, and thousands became martyrs. Bishops who honored the apostolic witness included Michael von Faulhauber, Bl. August von Galen, Konrad von Preysing, and Josef Frings, while some others were satisfied to adjust to those barbaric times. The heroes had not much support from the papal nuncio to Germany at the time, Cesare Orsenigo, who told Preysing: “Charity is well and good, but the greatest charity is not to make problems for the Church.” The German bishops made a better showing than the Tudor bishops, who all caved in to Henry VIII — save John Fisher, who became the only saint among them.

			Pope Benedict XVI, who lived during the hard days in Germany, said in 2002: “Heroic virtue properly speaking does not mean that one has done great things by oneself, but rather that in one’s life there appear realities which the person has not done himself, because he has been transparent and ready for the work of God.”109 This is the universal call to holiness about which St. Francis de Sales preached so solidly. 

			Recently, the German cardinal Walter Kasper has described a “Revolution of Tenderness and Love” that would seem paler than the bold summons of Pope Benedict and St. Francis de Sales. In 2014, Cardinal Kasper said: “Heroism is not for the average Christian.”110 Many seem to have accepted that, for the German Church is in demographic meltdown: priestly ordinations have dropped by half in the last decade, and Mass attendance has plummeted to 10.4 percent. This contrasts with the amazing growth of the Church in Africa — but Cardinal Kasper has said: “They should not tell us too much what we have to do.”111

			Last Sunday, a parade down Fifth Avenue with its raucous obscenities surpassed in decadence anything described in The Berlin Stories. At the same time, I was accompanying a group of visiting “wounded warriors” from Walter Reed Hospital unable to get through the traffic. One young soldier strove to carry his luggage with two prosthetic arms, while trying not to look at the street vulgarity. Such heroism is precisely what bewilders those who take pride only in their lack of heroism. Hilaire Belloc wrote:

			The Barbarian hopes — and that is the very mark of him — that he can have his cake and eat it too. He will consume what civilisation has slowly produced after generations of selection and effort, but he will not be at pains to replace such goods, nor indeed has he a comprehension of the virtue that has brought them into being. Discipline seems to him irrational, on which account he is ever marveling that civilisation should have offended him with priests and soldiers.

			July 2, 2017

			
				
					109	Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, “Letting God Work” (article published on the occasion of Josemaría Escrivá’s canonization, June 10, 2002).

				

				
					110	“Cardinal Kasper: ‘Heroism Is Not for the Average Christian,’ “ Catholic News Agency, May 9, 2014, http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/.

				

				
					111	“Kasper’s Comments Breed Online Controversy over Racism Charges,” Catholic News Agency, October 17, 2014.
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			The Shoulders of Giants
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			There is a curious study in an academic journal of psychology. The study — titled Intelligence — claims that we in the twenty-first century have an average IQ fourteen points lower than the Victorians’, a calculation based on how long the brain takes to react. The scientist author claims that this is the result of a backward form of natural selection, with the most intelligent people tending to have fewer children (usually for the wrong reasons), while others now tend to live longer. Some of this smacks of the false science of eugenics, but it is a counterargument to what has been called chronological arrogance, which assumes that people today are smarter than those of the past.

			This arrogance is a form of perpetual adolescence, as it thinks the elders of the past were not very bright. But the very existence of civilizations attests to the fact that we have inherited what we did not invent. In 1676, Isaac Newton wrote: “If I have seen a little further, it is by standing on the shoulders of Giants.” This is the common sense that is common only to uncommon minds. The theologian John of Salisbury said the same thing in 1159: “We are like dwarfs sitting on the shoulders of giants. We see more, and things that are more distant, than they did, not because our sight is superior or because we are taller than they, but because they raise us up, and by their great stature add to ours.”

			The gigantic theological minds gave us the doctrine of the Holy Eucharist, and less subtle minds in our time find it hard to accept because they will not stand on the shoulders of those theological minds. Or, nearly as bad, thinkers of modest stature may end up shrinking the magnificent Scholastic teaching on Eucharistic transubstantiation into a cloying caricature, with images of a baby Jesus curled up in the Tabernacle. The great Eucharistic Doctors never separated the Body and Blood of Christ from the mystery of the Holy Trinity. St. Catherine of Siena never thought of measuring IQs. She is a Doctor of the Church, even though she was practically illiterate. We should pray as she did:

			O Trinity! Eternal Trinity! O Fire, abyss of Love!
Would it not have been enough to create us after 
 your own image and likeness,
causing us to be reborn through grace and by the Blood 
 of Your Son?
Was it still necessary that You should give us even the 
 Holy Trinity as food for our souls?
Yes, Your love willed this, O Eternal Trinity.
You gave us not only Your Word through Redemption 
 and in the Eucharist.
But You also gave us Yourself in Your fullness of Love 
 for Your creature.
Truly the soul possesses You, Who are the supreme 
 Goodness.

			June 2, 2013
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			Plumbing the Depths of Death
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			The dramatic events surrounding the death of Pope John Paul II and the election of Pope Benedict XVI could have obscured the observances of the Holy Year of the Eucharist except for the fact that everything done as a Christian is Eucharistic. Funerals and inaugurals are centered on the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. Pope Benedict’s first trip was last Sunday to a Eucharistic Congress in Bari, where he celebrated the Sacred Liturgy before 180,000 people and renewed an appeal for reunion with the Eastern churches. The Holy Father is now escorted on his travels outside the Vatican by the Swiss Guards who formerly attended him only in the Vatican. Their elegant armor belies the fact that they are modern soldiers, armed with modern weaponry. The new Pope has also enlisted a more conspicuous presence of deacons to attend him at the altar in ancient custom.

			The only way to make a worthy Communion is to make a humble confession. In our parish, I am edified by the increase of confessions. It means more saints. We now have more confessions than in easier days when there were more priests here. Sometimes I have to stop hearing confessions to offer a second Mass. Most people understand this. A few say that this is inconvenient for them. This is a distress to me, but unless they have borne sons who now are priests, they have no right to complain. Only saints can bilocate.

			Do meditate on these words of Pope Benedict XVI:

			The Eucharist is far more than just a meal; it has cost a death to provide it, and the majesty of death is present in it. Whenever we hold it, we should be filled with reverence in the face of this mystery, with awe in the surface of this mysterious death that has become a present reality in our midst. Certainly the overcoming of this death in the Resurrection is present at the same time, and we can therefore celebrate this death as the feast of life, as the transformation of the world. In all ages, and among all peoples, the ultimate aim of men in their festivals has been to open the door of death. For as long as it does not touch on this question, a festival remains superficial, mere entertainment to anaesthetize oneself. Death is the ultimate question, and wherever it is bracketed out there can be no real answer. Only when this question is answered can men truly celebrate and be free. The Christian feast, the Eucharist, plumbs the very depths of death. It is not just a matter of pious discourse and entertainment, of some kind of religious beautification, spreading a pious gloss on the world; it plumbs the very depths of existence, which it calls death, and strikes out an upward path to life, the life that overcomes death.112

			June 5, 2005

			
				
					112	Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, “The Wellspring of Life from the Side of the Lord, Opened in Loving Sacrifice,” in God Is Near Us: The Eucharist, the Heart of Life (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2012). 
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			Why Did God Love the World?
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			Our Lord’s admonition that much will be required of those to whom much has been given applies most vividly to us. We have been given so much in the way of inventions and medicine and comparative wealth, but above all, in knowledge of the world around us. No king in his silken bed at Versailles knew the luxury of instant information that we have. YouTube gives us access to great music for which the Bourbon monarchs had to summon their court musicians, while we need only press a button on the computer.

			I have been listening on YouTube to the choir of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London singing the Victorian John Stainer’s setting of John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son so that everyone who believes in him might not perish but have everlasting life.” They are the most wondrous and mysterious words ever spoken and have to be sung, for they are a love song. A young man shyly told me that he knelt to propose marriage to the girl he loved, even though he thought she might laugh at him. But in the humility of true love, he meant what he said, and they are now married.

			God so loved the world. That means all He has created in the world. I confess that I do not yet share my Creator’s affection for all things. For instance, I do not like, let alone love, mosquitoes. Perhaps Our Lord sees, through His aesthetic lens, a mathematical symmetry and power of endurance that I will appreciate only during my first years of assimilation in Purgatory. For that matter, I find it hard to like, let alone love, some of the people rambling along Thirty-Fourth Street at a snail’s pace, oblivious to those behind them, and speaking loudly and rudely on their cell phones. I am not God, who loves them as I try only feebly to do. He even died for them. And for me.

			Jesus became human, but from the perspective of heavenly glory, He might just as easily have become a mosquito. In the divine eye, humans are no more or less attractive than bugs, but God took upon Himself the form of a slave (Phil. 2:7) because humans have the unique gift of reciprocating the love that made them. By reflecting that love, through worship and service, we are God’s agents in making the world into what He wants it to be.

			I am not a mosquito, but that makes no difference to my Creator. In the seventeenth-century words of Samuel Crossman, now accessible on YouTube:

			My song is love unknown,
My Saviour’s love to me;
Love to the loveless shown,
That they might lovely be.
O who am I,
That for my sake
My Lord should take
Frail flesh and die?

			June 18, 2017
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			The Faith Entrusted to Us
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			In these days of transition in the political life of our nation and in cultures East and West, such as we see in the intense growth of Christianity in former communist lands while the Faith is increasingly suppressed in formerly Christian countries, including our own, we are going through a social earthquake not unlike the transition of the Roman republic into an imperium. Our own nation increasingly indulges luxury and selfishness while rejecting its foundational principles, just as decadent Romans from the second century onward could hardly connect with the virtuous ideals of the former republic. The Founding Fathers of our country would be bewildered by the ignorance, vulgarity, and opulence that permeate politics today.

			That said, the opportunities to work for Christ as His stewards are unparalleled, given the fertile minds and astonishing means of communication available to the Church today. It is the nature of a bureaucracy, even in the Church, to promote mediocrity and to perpetuate corruption, but true Christians have unsurpassed means to defy and deny that calcification of the gospel.

			The noble pagan Cicero knew how to be clever with politics and was not pristine in practicing what he preached, but he never forgot the best of his culture and even went into exile for opposing what was unworthy of Rome. Bereft of any mystical intuition beyond the cultic superstition of his day, which his innate cynicism tempered, he revealed the best in himself when he called natural gratitude the “parent” of all the other virtues. He was speaking of life in the earthly city of Rome, which some still call the Eternal City. He was unaware of the true Eternal City spoken of by Christ, nor did he know of an ultimate and superior gratitude, which is the Holy Eucharist.

			For ourselves, we know of that Eucharist and must live a life of constant gratitude for it, lest we take it for granted. In daily commerce, we must also be grateful to God for giving us life and, for those in this parish, for being able to live that life in this neighborhood, which is undergoing the fastest and most exhilarating development in the history of our country. As “Hell’s Kitchen” becomes the spectacularly energized and wealthy “Hudson Yards,” we should always remember it for what it was and be grateful to God for making us actors in the social drama currently playing here. Our souls would be endangered were we to luxuriate in the commercial and residential construction around us. This demographic gift is an assignment from God: “From everyone to whom much has been given, much will be required; and from him to whom much has been entrusted, even more will be asked” (Luke 12:48). God will show us what to do and how to do it if we give Him thanks for the chance and the challenge. 

			June 5, 2016
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			Peace, and What It Truly Means
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			Our Savior gives us peace “not as the world gives” (John 14:27). Worldly peace is an absence of violence. Christ’s peace is Himself. When He rose from the dead, He said “Peace” as an announcement of His presence. This peace is not an absence of violence, for it involves a violent confrontation with the Prince of Lies, who denies that Christ is the Prince of Peace. Thus, pacifism is contrary to Christianity, for it is a naïve denial of the power of evil. 

			After the Our Father, Christ as the Lamb of Sacrifice being present on the altar, the priest asks Christ to grant us the peace and unity of His Kingdom. In the traditional Roman Rite, he kisses the altar, which has become the Throne of the Lamb, and offers the people the peace of Christ. It is optional for the priest to bid the people greet each other with a sign of peace. This sign of peace has become for many a high point of the Mass, for they mistakenly think that it is a rite of socialization during which we greet each other in a friendly way. The exchange of peace is properly a formal greeting by which the faithful announce to each other that the Risen Christ is giving us the peace of Heaven. The priest is forbidden by the rubrics to leave the sanctuary and exchange this, for his greeting is the voice of Christ, to which the people react in announcing that the Lamb of Sacrifice is about to give them in Holy Communion, “the peace which passes all understanding” (Phil. 4:7). This is passed from bishop to priest to deacon to the faithful in a hierarchical structure representing the organic harmony of the Church. 

			As bad money drives out the good, so is there the tendency for banal culture to “dumb down” our sense of worship. The ritual embrace of peace has usually become a handshake and a “Hello there, how are you?” Poor instruction has led people to think that this is just a fraternal greeting, and that the Mass is not complete without it. This surprises some because we need better to learn the meaning of the sacred mysteries that the Pope is trying to teach us through his new encyclical on the Eucharist. I am always edified by the reverence of our people, in stark contrast often to visitors who come to weddings here with no sense of the sacred space or how to behave in the House of God. One wonders what their concept of worship is. Lex orandi lex credendi — the way we pray indicates what we believe. 

			June 1, 2003
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			Eternal Witness
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			Among the joys of parish life is witnessing marriages, and while many people do not realize how much planning is involved to meet the canonical norms for the sacrament of holy matrimony, the day of marriage always is radiant, whatever the weather outside may be. Our most recent wedding, on June 7, was that of Eduardo Abreu and Kristen Novack. It was the 320th in this parish since I have been pastor, but each one of them seems like the first. 

			Every couple is different, and each enriches the parish with their family stories, to which their marriage will add new chapters. Our newest groom, Eduardo, is the great-great-nephew of the late Archbishop of Caracas, Monsignor Castillo Hernández, and great-nephew of His Eminence Rosalio José Cardinal Castillo Lara, who died last year at the age of eighty-five and who confirmed Eduardo in the Vatican. Cardinal Castillo Lara’s life is a reminder of the powerful witness Christians are called to make in our day against oppression. The cardinal was a leader of the cause of democracy and the Church’s rights against a government grown increasingly hostile to Catholicism. 

			He was born in Venezuela’s Aragua State. The third of seven children, he was ordained a priest in the Salesian Order in 1949. The next year, he began canon law studies in Turin and later became a professor of law in Turin and Rome before returning to Venezuela, where he eventually became titular archbishop of Precausa. In 1985 Pope John Paul II created him a cardinal, and he returned to Rome, where he served as president of the Administration of the Patrimony of the Holy See and the Pontifical Commission for the State of Vatican City.

			As a spiritual shepherd, the cardinal’s attentions were never far from his homeland, and he provided outspoken support for his countrymen as their new government evidenced more and more Marxist tendencies. The Venezuelan president, Hugo Chávez, is not known for understatement and on the day the Archbishop of Caracas, Ignacio Cardinal Velasco, died in 2003, Mr. Chávez cursed Cardinal Velasco and threw stones, and then held up a picture of the archbishop wearing devil horns. The elderly Cardinal Castillo Lara was brave to return in retirement, fully aware that the Venezuelan president had called him “a hypocrite, bandit, and devil with a cassock.” The cardinal’s anxious concern for his fellow Venezuelans sickened him, and he died of cardiac arrest on the day the government changed the national constitution. 

			Unlike Cuba, the current government of Venezuela has vast oil reserves and other sources of wealth to finance its agenda, but one trusts that the Catholic bishops and faithful people will use their spiritual resources in a contest that history has seen repeated many times.113 The future promise is in clear voices of shepherds like Cardinal Castillo Lara and the buoyant hope of young people consecrating themselves to God in Holy Orders, the religious life, and Holy Matrimony.

			June 8, 2008

			
				
					113	Nine years have passed since this was written. Venezuela’s wealth is gone, but its war against its people and the Catholic Faith continues, for the present. As a result of the Marxist policies of Chávez and his successor, Nicolás Maduro — gutting the constitution and replacing it with price controls, inflation, a state takeover of industries, and slave labor — Venezuela is predictably bankrupt, its people are starving, and there are near-daily street protests, with scores of deaths as the state attempts to suppress them.
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			Saints for Our Time
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			Last week the Church celebrated the feast of the Martyrs of Uganda. In the late nineteenth century, French and English missionaries were welcomed by King Mutesa I of Buganda in the southern part of modern Uganda. His successor, Mwanga II, however, was a youth who became a persecutor of Christians and all foreigners. He especially opposed Christian morality, as it contradicted his affinity for unnatural vice — which was abhorred by the local Buganda culture, but which he is said to have learned from Arab tradesmen. The young male pages of Mwanga’s court were Christian converts and refused the king’s attempts at seduction. This disobedience to the king was considered treasonous, and Mwanga exercised what he considered his right to destroy any life at will, according to the saying, Namunswa alya kunswaze — meaning “the queen ant feeds on her subjects.” 

			Mwanga soon decreed the execution of converts Yusufu Rugarama, Makko Kakumba and Nuwa Sserwanga on January 31, 1885. A senior adviser to the king, Joseph Mukasa Balikuddembe, was beheaded on November 15, 1885, and there were many martyrdoms in the following year, climaxing on June 3, 1886, at Namugongo, with the torture and burning alive of twenty-six, including their leader, Charles Lwanga, a recent convert himself and majordomo of the royal household. Pope Paul VI canonized them in 1964. An icon of St. Charles Lwanga is in our sanctuary.

			When Pope Paul went to Uganda as the first Pope to make an apostolic journey to sub-Saharan Africa, he said, “The infamous crime by which these young men were put to death was so unspeakable and so expressive of the times. It shows us clearly that a new people needs a moral foundation, needs new spiritual customs firmly planted — to be handed down to posterity. Symbolically, this crime also reveals that a simple and rough way of life — enriched by many fine human qualities, yet enslaved by its own weakness and corruption — must give way to a more civilized life wherein the higher expressions of the mind and better social conditions prevail.”114 

			Alas, the infamous crime of which the Holy Father spoke is now paraded as a civil right in our decaying culture, and some states are making it quasi-sacramental. Our current president promotes it, along with his defense of infanticide, which even King Mwanga II would have found degrading. Pope Francis recently said that one cannot be a Christian if one is not willing to be a martyr. In New York today, Catholics may not face beheading or burning, but their political incorrectness could subject them to the subtle ignominy of social scorn and discrimination. Ours has become a neo-pagan culture, and that can be even worse than a simple pagan culture. Pagans did not know about Christ. Neo-pagans do know about Him and reject Him, so their only defense is the malice of a cynic.

			June 9, 2013

			
				
					114	Pope Paul VI, homily at the canonization of the Martyrs of Uganda.
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			“You Have Not Chosen Me, but I Have Chosen You”

			[image: ]

			In an age of short attention spans, celebrities fade quickly. Rare is the personality who becomes, in the term wrongly and tiresomely used by writers with limited vocabularies, “iconic.” An ephemeral perception of things makes it hard to understand public significance apart from celebrity-based “popularity” and “approval ratings.”

			I mention this because of the continuing celebrations of the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II. It is the nature of her office, and confounding to anyone who does not understand the institution, that she did nothing to earn her position other than being born. But that notion is reassuring to all of us who are made heirs of salvation by the gratuitous mercy of Christ the King.

			The distinguished Catholic peer Lord Alton of Liverpool has calculated that during Elizabeth’s reign, there have been six popes, and her Catholic subjects have increased from 4.4 to 6.6 million in Britain, and from 25 million to 140 million throughout the Commonwealth. One-third of the primary schools in England are Catholic, and they comprise two-thirds of the most highly rated ones. During the queen’s reign, the number of Catholic charities in the United Kingdom has grown to 1,000. In the Commonwealth countries, the Catholic Church runs 5,246 hospitals, 17,530 dispensaries, 577 leprosy clinics, and 15,208 homes for the elderly. 

			After long centuries of conflicts between state and Church, this is a remarkable record, but it should not distract from the growing threats to religion from secularists throughout the world, and increasingly so in our own nation. Through it all, Elizabeth II has displayed a constant sense of duty and responsibility, knowing that with the perquisites of her office comes an unrelenting publicity that will not cease until her last breath — far different from public figures who may hope to retire and play golf. The example of growing old gracefully and publicly is another gift of a monarch — in contrast to mere celebrities who use the limelight to create an illusion of agelessness. It is said that when a Hollywood starlet, about to be presented to the queen, worried that the colors of their dresses might clash, she was told that Her Majesty does not notice what others are wearing. 

			The longest-reigning Pope was St. Peter, who may have been Bishop of Rome from AD 29 to 67. Blessed Pope Pius IX reigned nearly thirty-two years. A monarch, but more than a monarch, and a “servant of the servants” as Vicar of Christ, who came not to be served but to serve, each Pope knows that however long or short his years may be, or however popular or unpopular he may be, his authority is not conferred by human applause, but by the One who said, “You have not chosen me, but I have chosen you, that you should go and bear fruit, and that your fruit should remain” (John 15:16).

			June 10, 2012
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			Denial
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			At a vigil service before the burial of a friend who was a Knight of Malta, a comfortable attorney who was a self-styled progressivist took umbrage at a phrase I had read from the daily prayer of that order: “Be it mine to practice and defend the Catholic, the Apostolic, the Roman faith against the enemies of religion.” He told me that there are no enemies of religion anymore. When Our Lord sent His disciples out, He told them what to expect, and disabused them of such dangerous naïveté. They would be lambs among wolves, and not lambs among lambs.

			In little more than a dozen years, the Christian population in Iraq has dropped from 2 million to 300,000.115 In Syria, where Christians once were 10 percent of the population, there are fewer than a million now,116 and many of them are being kidnapped and held for ransom at $100,000 each. The misery of enslavement, destruction of churches, crucifixions, and beheadings was brought into sharp focus last March, when sixteen people were gunned down in a nursing home, including four Indian religious sisters of Blessed Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity who were caring for them. That may have been the efficient cause for the U.S. State Department to declare, after long tarrying, that all this is deliberate genocide.

			In Lord Jim, Joseph Conrad wrote, “No man ever understands quite his own artful dodges to escape from the grim shadow of self-knowledge.” Artful denial is a common disposition among those who do not want to compromise their ideology with reality, lest they be discomfited by confrontation with evil. 

			The Turkish government persists in denying the genocide of 1.5 million Armenians between 1915 and 1923. Japan still denies the massacre of hundreds of thousands of Chinese in 1937 during the Second Sino-Japanese War. Not until 1994 did Russia accept full responsibility for the slaughter of 21,857 Polish officers, clergy, and academics in the Katyn forest. At the time, President Franklin Roosevelt blamed that massacre on the Nazis and exiled to American Samoa the navy officer George Earle, who had produced the facts. 

			In that same year of 1943, Roosevelt received in the Oval Office the Catholic layman Jan Karski, who had heroically microfilmed evidence of the German concentration camps, but the president wanted only to talk about farm horses. Even Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter later wrote: “I did not say that [Karski] was lying. I said that I could not believe him. There is a difference.” George Orwell called the obliteration of conscience in the face of malice “doublethink.” The psychological term is “dissociation.”

			Our parish is blessed to have as its patron St. Michael the Archangel, and his “defense against the wickedness and snares of the Devil” is not the last resort but the first in our perpetual spiritual combat. That is why on Sundays we invoke him at the end of Mass.

			June 12, 2016

			
				
					115	The Christian population in Iraq is estimated to have slipped to 250,000 in the year since this column was written.

				

				
					116	The latest estimates put Syrians Christians at fewer than 500,000.

				

			

		

	
		
			 

			[image: ]

			“Mr. Gorbachev, Tear Down This Wall”
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			Our Pope has called President Reagan “a noble soul.” Addressing the parliament of Portugal, Reagan became the first president to mention Our Lady of Fatima. He recalled how the Pope went to Fatima after the attempt on his life, “to fulfill his special devotion to Mary.” He added, “In the prayers of simple people everywhere, simple people like the children of Fatima, there resides more power than in all the great armies and statesmen of the world.” When Communist members of the parliament stormed out, the president drew laughter: “I notice that those on the Left have found their seats uncomfortable.”

			Many of our own cultural elite were uncomfortable when, on March 8, 1983, Reagan called the Soviet Union an “Evil Empire.” Anthony Lewis of the New York Times said the speech was “primitive . . . simplistic theology,” and Henry Steele Commager of Columbia University called it “the worst speech ever given by an American president.” But when news of the speech reached Natan Sharansky, confined to an eight-by-ten-foot cell on the Siberian border, the reaction was different: “Tapping on walls and talking through toilets, word of Reagan’s ‘provocation’ quickly spread throughout the prison. We dissidents were ecstatic. Finally, the leader of the free world had spoken the truth — a truth that burned inside the heart of each and every one of us.”

			I catechized and received into the Church a friend, Peter Robinson, who went on as presidential speechwriter in 1987 to pen the line, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall.” Various advisers demanded it be removed, but President Reagan shouted it in Berlin, and soon the wall came down.

			In the 1970s, when I did not know who he was, the man walked across a meeting room in a Philadelphia hotel where I was to speak. “Hello, Father, my name is Ronald Reagan.” Soon, everyone knew who he was, but some patronized him as just a “great communicator.” He said, “I am not a great communicator, but I communicate great things.” Mother Teresa visited him in June after he was shot and told him, “You have suffered the passion of the cross and have received grace. There is a purpose to this. . . . This has happened to you at this time because your country and the world need you.”

			On January 14, 1988, he signed a document: “Now therefore I, Ronald Reagan, President of the United States of America, by virtue of the authority vested in me by the Constitution and laws of the United States, do hereby proclaim and declare the unalienable personhood of every American, from the moment of conception until natural death, and I do proclaim, ordain, and declare that I will take care that the Constitution and laws of the United States are faithfully executed for the protection of America’s unborn children.”

			Only those who support that are fit for public office. 

			June 13, 2004
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			The Heart of a Hero
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			These last few days saw thousands of priests from around the world gathered in Rome to honor Pope Benedict XVI as “Servant of the Servants of God,” concluding the celebration of the Year for Priests. The Pope knows that the priesthood is the sign of Christ’s sacrifice, and therefore it always will be a contradiction of false values. And, as a contradiction, it will especially be an offense during those phases of civilization that reject a higher vision of human purpose. Priests themselves have to be reminded of this daily.

			The concept of sacrifice, alien to a culture of self-assertion, is the foundation of moral strength. Friedrich Nietzsche, the philosopher of power, mocked Christ’s willing submission to suffering for others and thought that the beatitude delivered on the Mount — “Blessed are the meek” — constituted a “slave mentality.” He did not realize that “meek,” as used here, is rooted in the Greek word paos and means the kind of discipline that tames a wild animal and makes it able to put its strength to useful purpose, which is why the meek, so disciplined, inherit the earth. The priest must be tamed by the Holy Spirit so that his holy meekness will also strengthen the faithful. Nietzsche went insane, and it is said that his breaking point was when he watched a horse being beaten by its owner and could not reconcile this cruelty with his theories of “man as superman.” St. John Vianney was the meekest, and strongest, of men and said that a true understanding of the priesthood would not drive us insane; rather it would make us die — “not out of fear, but out of love.”

			In a show of heroic meekness, 30 Catholic priests were killed last year on various continents, the highest number in the last 10 years. Last Sunday in Warsaw, more than 140,000 people attended the beatification of Father Jerzy Popieluzsko, who was beaten to death by Communist agents and tossed into a reservoir in 1984 at the age of 37. Since then, 17 million pilgrims have visited his tomb. His mother led the faithful in praying before his relics at the beatification. Saints are stronger than supermen.

			Last month, Pope Benedict XVI spoke of the priesthood when he went to Fatima and was heard by a throng even larger than the crowds that welcomed Pope John Paul II in 2000. He told half a million people, “We must cultivate an interior watchfulness of the heart which, for most of the time, we do not possess on account of the powerful pressure exerted by outside realities and the images and concerns which fill our soul.”117

			This is the power of holy meekness, which inherits the earth. The end of the Year for Priests is the beginning of a renewed response to St. John Vianney’s definition: “The priesthood is the love of the heart of Jesus.”

			June 13, 2010

			
				
					117	Pope Benedict XVI, homily at the beatification of Francisco and Jacinta Marto, Fatima, May 13, 2010.
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			Corinth, New York
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			The last Sunday of June will end the Holy Year of St. Paul, commemorating the two thousandth anniversary of his birth. The end, of course, should be the beginning of a new reverence for his teachings. In the liturgies of these weeks, there is an emphasis on his two letters to the Corinthians. They have never been more timely.

			Corinth was a Greek city located south of Athens in the area connecting the Peloponnesus to the mainland. In the arts and sciences, it excelled and it produced some engineering marvels. It was full of energy, much of it uncontrolled, and money was the real god, although everything sensual was extolled. The temple of Aphrodite at one point housed one thousand cultic prostitutes, and every sort of fantastic superstition was tolerated. In very many ways, it was like New York City. Just as we say, “If you can make it in New York, you can make it anywhere,” the Romans who took over the city said, “Not for everyone is the journey to Corinth.”

			St. Paul was a brave man to preach the gospel there, and it is no surprise that he had severe difficulties. Unlike the Galatians, whose caution about doing the wrong thing bordered on scrupulosity, the Corinthians were tempted to think “anything goes.” Their lush cosmopolitan environment, symbolized by the third architectural order — which was the most elaborate, in contrast to the Doric and Ionic — tolerated any kind of behavior and philosophy, so long as it was aesthetically satisfying. They were heavily influenced by the Gnostic notion that the spiritual world has nothing to do with the material world. They compartmentalized their existence, thinking that they could engage in high, abstract thoughts while living dissolute lives. A sacramental sense of creation was alien to the Corinthians, like some New Yorkers who prefer to speak of “spirituality” rather than Christianity, who think they can be Catholic without confession, and “do what they want with their own bodies” while ignoring the sacredness of life, fornicating and cohabiting outside the marriage bond, and sanctioning perversions as “alternative lifestyles.”

			After St. Paul established the Church in Corinth in about AD 51, he wrote to them from Ephesus in Turkey, reminding them, sometimes with tears, that the human body is a temple of the Holy Spirit. He knew how hard it was for the Corinthians to be countercultural, as a Christian must be in a pagan environment. He was never discouraged, nor did he “lower the bar” by watering down doctrine like a false evangelist hoping to attract crowds by preaching a nonthreatening, generic gospel. Instead, he blesses the raucous Corinthian flock with a highly developed, Trinitarian theology: “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all” (2 Cor. 13:13).

			June 14, 2009
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			Obedience — and Thanksgiving
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			Writing a weekly message to you is a challenge even under ordinary circumstances, because the cruel regimen of the printer requires that it be done in 480 words or fewer. Usually I spin it off on a Monday morning, which is not the most inspiring time in the week for most people. In the twelve years that I have been pastor of the Church of Our Saviour, I have written many hundreds of columns, and of them all, none has been more daunting for me than this one. In 480 words I must explain that I shall be moving on to a new position, albeit for the same Savior who has been so patient with me as a poor priest of his since Cardinal Cooke ordained me in the Lady Chapel of St. Patrick’s Cathedral on September 8, 1981. I promised obedience to the cardinal and to his successors, and I have done that and continue to do that and shall do that until all my earthly shepherds turn me over to the Chief Shepherd, who I hope will spare the rod and comfort me more with His staff.

			I was gratified that so many wanted me to stay here, and Cardinal Dolan was not unaware of that when he decided that he has other tasks for me to undertake. The Church is vaster than any particular parish, beloved as ours is for many far and wide, and while I am moving to the far other end of our island on the West Side, it is not like going to the moon. I am to be pastor of St. Michael’s Church near Pennsylvania Station and administrator of Holy Innocents Church in the Garment District. St. Michael’s is on the southern perimeter of what New Yorkers long ago came to call “Hell’s Kitchen,” but that is not the Hell from whose fires we pray to be saved. It is actually a quickly changing neighborhood, and I shall have some responsibility for extending the work of the Church to meet the needs of the residences and new businesses that are expanding there. 

			I have until August 1 to say in various ways what I cannot say in a few lines of print. Cardinal Egan officially appointed me your pastor in the tumultuous week following the attacks on September 11, 2001. Our city has undergone unimaginable changes since then, and I think it may be said that our parish has also changed greatly. I am thankful for all the blessings we have received here and for all those who have been a blessing to me. These twelve years have been a lifetime counted one way, but counted another way they have been “short as the watch that ends the night.” Instead of squeezing all my thoughts into 480 words, I shall uncharacteristically refrain from words and let my prayers thank God for all He has done.

			June 16, 2013
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			Coercion
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			The bishops of the United States have called for daily prayer leading up to the Fourth of July to safeguard freedom of religion in our country. That freedom is tenuous these days. There seems to be a conscious attempt by the federal government, in speech after speech, to replace freedom of religion with freedom of worship. That is not as subtle as it seems, for while permitting ritual acts of devotion within the walls of a building, it would limit the right to express one’s religious beliefs in public discourse. This applies to everything from displaying religious symbols to preaching and publishing outside the confines of a house of worship. In Orwellian semantics, soon enough, even the commandment to love the sinner but hate the sin becomes “hate speech.” 

			There are some religions, like some governments, that are intrinsically hostile to freedom of religion. Recently, a Christian in Tunisia was martyred for converting from Islam, and his killers chanted prayers against “polytheists,” as they call Christians, while slowly slicing off his head. This happens frequently, yet our own government and much of the media are conspicuously silent. While they may not be interested in religious creeds, they seem tacitly to oppose what the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on Religious Freedom urged, which is to grant citizens who wish to practice their faith “immunity from coercion in civil society.” Perhaps there are those highly placed in our culture who would prefer to retain the option of religious — or antireligious — coercion. 

			The Council said, “The Truth cannot impose itself except by virtue of its own truth.” To guarantee freedom of religion is not to suggest that all religions are the same or equally true. Such indifferentism is deaf to Christ, who declares that He is the Truth itself. God proposes Himself to us, without imposing Himself. “Choose this day whom you will serve” (Josh. 24:15). But once one makes that free choice, the intrinsic power of Christ goes to work. Thus, He can say, without any compromise of our free will: “It was not you who chose me, but I who chose you” (John 15:16). 

			In art, Impressionism depicts how an object is perceived. Another school of modern art called Expressionism shuns objects altogether and uses distortion to express the artist’s emotional state. Some secularists, even in high places of our culture, think of religious belief as Expressionism — such as Matthew Arnold, who called religion “morality touched with emotion.” If one lives that way, the morality disappears, all that remains is emotion, and shouting replaces creeds. 

			The truth of Christ frees believers from the tyranny of emotion and defies the widespread, imperious attempts to exploit human need by replacing Mother Church with the Nanny State. Cultural Expressionists may genuinely think that belief in God is just wishful thinking. This ignores the fact that Christ chooses us before we choose Him — for instance, when he took St. Paul by surprise. So the apostle, among the first in a long line of martyrs, would say, “I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you” (1 Cor. 11:23).

			June 17, 2012
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			The Full Stature of Christ
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			St. Anthony, whose feast we recently celebrated, was an Augustinian canon in Portugal who joined the new Franciscan Order in 1220, having been moved by the martyrdom of five Franciscans who had been beheaded by Muslims in Morocco. The year before, during the Fifth Crusade, St. Francis of Assisi narrowly escaped execution when he preached the gospel to Egyptian Muslims who had killed about five thousand Christians a few days before in Damietta. Anthony went to Morocco but became gravely ill, worked his way home via Sicily, and spent the rest of his thirty-six years preaching a combination of loving patience and mercy with bold insistence on Christ’s truth and stern reproof of lax clerics.

			This is to be remembered when many voices today equate doctrinal orthodoxy with “rigidity” and portray the moral demands of Christ as distant ideals, if not impractical encumbrances. St. Anthony preached against the fanatical Albigensian heretics in southern France, whose misunderstanding of creation denigrated marriage and family life while promoting abortion, sodomy, and assisted suicide. They considered themselves more “spiritual” than Catholic “doctors of the law” and took Pharisaic pride in boasting that they were not Pharisees. Bold St. Anthony was not an “Albigensian-phobe,” and reasonable people now are not phobic when they tell the truth about mental illness dressed as “transgenderism,” about borders open to illegal immigrants described as hospitality, or about denial of constitutionally guaranteed religious freedom justified by the courts as contributing to some improvised idea of social good.

			The first Christians knew well the degrading course of systemic moral corruption (cf. 1 Cor. 6:9–10; 1 Tim. 1:8–11). They would not have been surprised at how the Canadian High Court has condoned forms of bestiality, the government of Massachusetts no longer identifies femaleness and maleness as biological categories, people weep when a gorilla is shot to save the life of a human child, and a student in a major university is given a light slap on the wrist for violating a young woman while being complimented for his athletic ability. But they would have been astonished at the politically correct reluctance to identify the religious motivation of terrorists who massacre people. 

			In 1951, General Douglas MacArthur said, “History fails to record a single precedent in which nations subject to moral decay have not passed into political and economic decline. There has been either a spiritual awakening to overcome the moral lapse, or a progressive deterioration leading to ultimate national disaster.”

			A cartoon some years back showed a Lilliputian looking at Gulliver and saying, “Either he’s very big or we are very small.” In the instance of Christ, it is not either-or. He is very big and we are very small. But we need not remain small if by a spiritual awakening we “attain to the unity of faith and knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the extent of the full stature of Christ” (Eph. 4:13). 

			June 19, 2016
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			The Gift of Prophecy versus Weather Prediction
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			A museum curator showed me a contemporary copy of the bull Inter Caetera, by which Pope Alexander VI divided the world between Spain and Portugal with meridians. While not without effect, it was generally ignored. John Henry Newman’s letter to the Duke of Norfolk lists popes who were mistaken in certain policies: St. Victor, Liberius, Gregory XIII, Paul IV, Sixtus V, and St. Peter himself when St. Paul “withstood” him (Gal. 2:11).

			Pope Urban XIII and his advisers, in the misunderstood Galileo case, inadequately distinguished the duties of prophecy and politics, and of theological and physical science. John Paul II said, “This led them unduly to transpose into the realm of the doctrine of the faith a question which in fact pertained to scientific investigation.” Fr. Stanley Jaki, a physicist, cautioned me against using the “Big Bang” as theological evidence for creation. On a loftier level, the physicist Fr. Georges Lemaître likewise restrained Pope Pius XII from conflating the parallel accounts of the universe.

			Fr. Lemaître pioneered the “First Atomic Moment” — contradicting the prevailing thesis of a cosmological constant, or “static infinite” universe. Sir Fred Hoyle mocked it as the “Big Bang,” but the term has lost its condescension. Lemaître told the Pope: “As far as I can see, such a theory remains entirely outside any metaphysical or religious question. . . . It is consonant with Isaiah speaking of the hidden God, hidden even in the beginning of the universe.” It was like the counsel of Cardinal Baronius: the Scriptures teach us how to go to heaven, not how the heavens go.

			Pope Francis’ encyclical on the ecology of the earth is adventurously laden with promise and peril. It can raise consciousness of humans as stewards of creation. To prevent the disdain of more informed scientists generations from now, it must be safeguarded from attempts to exploit it as an endorsement of one scientific theory over another concerning any possible anthropogenic causes of climate change. It is not incumbent upon a Catholic to believe, like Rex Mottram in Brideshead Revisited, that a Pope can predict the weather. As a layman in these matters, all I know about climate change is that I have to pay for heating a very big church with an unpredictable apparatus. This is God’s house, but He sends me the utility bills. 

			The first Pope, from his fishing days, had enough hydrometeorology to know that he could not walk on water. Then the Eternal Logos told him to do it, and he did, until he mixed up the sciences of heaven and earth, and began to sink. As vicars of that Logos, popes speak infallibly only on faith and morals. They also have the prophetic duty to correct anyone who, for the propagation of their particular interests, imputes virtual infallibility to papal commentary on physical science while ignoring genuinely infallible teaching on contraception, abortion, marriage, or the mysteries of the Lord of the Universe.

			June 21, 2015
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			Crime and Confession

			[image: ]

			The outpouring of people in Rome to celebrate the solemn canonization of St. Pio of Pietrelcina on June 16 surpassed all expectations, and the Church is using these days to ask for special favors from his heavenly intercessions. Our temporary shrine to the saint popularly known as Padre Pio is at the St. Jude altar, next to the daily confessional, because St. Pio was as much as anything a confessor of souls. 

			There has been a goodly increase in daily confessions in our parish, and we have added confession times on Sunday. As our numbers grow, we may also increase the times of Sunday confession. I am grateful to our priests for their help. Recently, the Holy See put to rest a notion that confessions should not overlap with the celebration of the Mass. One must attend the full liturgy to receive Communion, but a recent instruction of the Holy See not only permits but ardently encourages the sacrament of penance to be celebrated in a part of the church as the Sacrifice of the Mass is being offered. Good confessions make good Communions. The Church has suffered in recent years from the sin of presumption, evident in laziness about going to confession.

			One of the many blessings attached to the numerous weddings in our parish is the frequent abundance of beautiful flowers decorating the sanctuary. You will agree that they are different from the floral decorations at the funeral of the unrepentant Mr. John Gotti. The press gave the bizarre funeral rites for Mr. Gotti more publicity than the canonization of St. Pio. Crime and the glamour of iniquity fascinate the human imagination because all humans inherit the consequences of the first crime against God, the original sin of wanting to be gods. 

			Pathetic were the silly people paying gaudy tribute to the gangster, and more pathetic is the fact that many of them received what passes these days for a Catholic education. A reporter for a major New York newspaper wrote that he carried a pink carnation to the wake and touched the coffin as a sign of respect. He could have done better by lighting a candle in front of our image of St. Pio. Evil can hypnotize, but only grace can open our eyes to behold Our Lord face-to-face “and not as a stranger.”

			June 23, 2002
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			Christ Crucified
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			Any young man called to the priesthood must be like St. Paul: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). This is true of all Christians. Cupio dissolvi — “I wish to disappear.” Dioceses that understand this excel in vocations, and those that do not, fail.

			When I arrived at this parish, there were many liturgical abuses. Let it not be said that these were the predilections of young people, for there were practically none then. Rather, they had become the habit of older people who had simply shifted from perfunctorily expedited Masses and a few sentimental hymns to the fabricated folk Masses of the 1960s. I put a stop to the habit of applauding the organist and the choir. The musicians we have now would be embarrassed by such behavior. Pope Benedict XVI said, “Wherever applause breaks out in the liturgy because of some human achievement, it is a sure sign that the essence of liturgy has totally disappeared and been replaced by a kind of religious entertainment.”

			There is even a danger of that same narcissism when attempts at a “reform of the reform” become a self-conscious spectacle. Evelyn Waugh said that Anthony Eden was not a gentleman because he dressed too well. We try to offer the best to God, but we must not be fussy about it like the nouveau riche. It once was said that dowagers in Boston did not buy hats, they had hats. C. S. Lewis’s view was that true worship should be like a good old shoe, so comfortable that you don’t have to break it in: “The perfect church service would be one we were almost unaware of; our attention would have been on God.” That is a sensibility I have long admired in the Byzantine liturgies. While some speak of the High Mass of the Western Church as the “most beautiful thing this side of Heaven,” I know of nothing so formally transcendent and still so informally natural as the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom.

			The constant fidgeting for “theme liturgies” and experimentation is a sign of failure. Worse yet is the priest who solicits laughter like a ham actor in a dying vaudeville show. Such clerics should limit their repertoire to words St. John told the Blessed Mother as her Son bled on the Cross. One is struck by the way Pope Francis, in his personal simplicity and affability, is so enrapt in the solemnity of the Mass that he would not think of smiling through the Sacrifice of Calvary.

			It may seem that reform of abuses is as futile as King Canute ordering the tide to roll back. Actually, that great king was showing his court that human pride has no authority over what does not belong to him. That is why he placed his own crown on a figure of Christ Crucified, and that is what true worship is all about.

			June 23, 2013
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			In the Same Arena
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			This Friday the Church celebrates the martyrdoms of St. Peter and St. Paul in Rome, and the next day, all the early Roman martyrs. Wherever we live, we are united with them in the common Faith entrusted to Peter as Prince of the Apostles and to all in communion with him and his successors, the bishops of Rome, known to us as the popes. On June 3, in Iraq, a thirty-one-year-old priest and three deacons were slain by Muslims at the end of Holy Mass. This young martyr, Father Ragheed Ganni, had studied in my old university in Rome. At his last Mass, he had invoked the ancient Roman martyrs, as is the custom of the Roman Canon, for while there are countless martyrs, the Universal Church names a few of those whose deaths in the city of Peter bind us in common witness to the foundational structure of the Church. As Pope Leo I preached of Rome in the fifth century, “Through the blessed Peter’s holy See thou didst attain a wider sway by the worship of God than by earthly government.” 

			The letters of St. Bernard of Clairvaux to his former monk, Pope Eugene III, make clear that nearly a thousand years ago, the city of Rome had its dangers and corruptions, as a thousand years before that, and as today. But Rome is also, as Cardinal Manning wrote, “chosen of God as the center of His kingdom, which is eternal, as the depository of His eternal truths, as the fountain of His graces which lead men to a higher life, as the witness and guardian of law and principles of which the sanction and the fruit are eternal.”118 

			Each feast of the Roman martyrs is an opportunity to affirm our filial bond with the Pope, who now is entrusted with the care of all the churches, as was his first predecessor, the fisherman of Galilee. History bears witness that any attempt to live the Christian life apart from that unity, however sincere and even graceful, will eventually end up in disarray. It may take only a generation, or sometimes several centuries, but ecclesial communities separated from Rome will fragment and fade. This was the message that the young Jesuit, St. Edmund Campion, received from the Pope and saint Charles Borromeo as he prepared to return to his homeland and die a martyr in timeless communion with the Roman saints. 

			The fourth Pope, Saint Clement I, celebrated the Roman martyrs with words that are also for our present troubled world: 

			We are placed in the same arena, and the same contest lies before us. Hence we ought to put aside vain and useless concerns and go straight to the glorious and venerable norm which is our tradition, and we should consider what is good, pleasing and acceptable in the sight of Him who made us.

			June 24, 2007

			
				
					118	Henry Edward Manning, Miscellanies (London: Burns and Oates, 1877), 20.
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			The Spirit of the Music
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			The maxim that the greatest art is to have no art means that the aim of an accomplishment is to give the impression of effortlessness. An Olympic swimmer does not splash like a man drowning, and a concert pianist glides his fingers over the keys as though it were as natural as breathing. The Italians, who have long experience at it, call this deliberate nonchalance sprezzatura.

			I have had enough experience of the opera to marvel at how the difficult music is sung as though the singers were blithe canaries. Only from the front seats is the hard breathing and sweating palpable. It is the opposite with bad art and poor artists. Singers of limited talent affect anguish, and this is particularly so with rock entertainers who give the impression of suffering labor pains. The grace with which an artist performs is directly related to the quality of the art. The worse the work, the more pained seems the performer.

			Aristotle taught that music imitates the passions or states of the soul, and “when one listens to music that imitates a certain passion, he becomes imbued with the same passion, and if over a long time he habitually listens to music that rouses ignoble passions, his whole character will be shaped to an ignoble form.”

			Around the year 500, when he was only twenty years old, the Christian philosopher Boethius drew on Aristotle, maintaining that “music is related to us by nature, and . . . can ennoble or debase our character.”119 Some of his exquisite writing was set to music a few centuries later and, after a score was discovered in a German library, it was performed this year at Cambridge University for the first time in one thousand years. The ethereal experience was a world away from today’s popular music.

			Knowing that aesthetic barbarians will display their coarseness by severely attacking any critic, it takes courage to say that most modern music is degrading. I trim my courage by hiding behind Plato speaking of certain musicians who corrupted classical culture: “By composing licentious works, and adding to them words as licentious, they have inspired the multitudes with lawlessness and boldness, and made them fancy that they could judge for themselves about melody and song.”120

			When the terrible shootings began in the Parisian theater and the Orlando nightclub, the first reaction was the same: the lamented revelers thought the gunfire was part of the music. They would not have made that mistake had the music been Chopin or Mendelssohn, or the lyre and lute setting for Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy. But a decadent culture fatally takes pleasure in pain at high decibels and finds incoherent the logic of God: “I will pray with the spirit, and I will pray with the understanding also: I will sing with the spirit, and I will sing with the understanding also” (1 Cor. 14:15). 

			June 26, 2016

			
				
					119	Aristotle, De Institutione Musica, bk. 1, introduction.

				

				
					120	Plato, Laws 3.701.

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			To Call a Soul to Conversion

			[image: ]

			This past week the Church celebrated the martyrdoms of St. John Fisher and St. Thomas More. They died in 1535 to defend the papal primacy and the indissolubility of marriage. Thomas More, as a lawyer, knew all the devices of lawyers, which can promote justice or, in craven hands, can thwart it. Amongst all the terrified and compromised bishops of England, Fisher was the only one to defend the truth with his life.

			Neither man was impractical in his stratagems, nor did he intemperately invite persecution. They paid the price of honesty rather than await the awful price that a soul eventually pays for compromising the truth. Our nation confronts a graver challenge today. The Church and marriage were the issues then. The issue now is the natural law of life itself.

			The archbishop of St. Louis, the Most Reverend Raymond L. Burke, is both a bishop and a lawyer and has a legal competence that charitably shreds emotional equivocation about abortion. In an article in the journal America (June 21–28, 2004) he recalls that the bishops of the United States six years ago recognized the difficulties in legislating moral good, but also said that “no appeal to policy, procedure, majority will, or pluralism ever excuses a public official from defending life to the greatest extent possible.” A correctly formed conscience cannot be “set in opposition to the moral law or the magisterium of the church” (CCC 2039).” A politician’s failure to protect the life of the unborn betrays the public trust.

			Canon 915 of the Code of Canon Law stipulates that those who “obstinately” persevere “in manifest grave sin are not to be admitted to Holy Communion.” This is not a sanction of excommunication arbitrarily imposed by a bishop, as some people describe it. The exclusion is inherent in the nature of the sacrament itself. In other words, culpable individuals have, by their own public defiance of the moral good, excommunicated themselves. A bishop only declares the fact, and that is done when the contempt for the truth has become a public scandal. Unlike other moral matters that may involve prudential interpretation, abortion is a definitive moral evil, and supporting legislation that protects it constitutes formal cooperation in a gravely sinful act. This blatantly obtains in the case of Catholic politicians who support organizations such as Planned Parenthood and the National Abortion Rights Action League.

			As in the days of St. John Fisher and St. Thomas More, some fear that opposing “political correctness” might make the situation worse. Reminiscent of Fisher’s speech to the legates of England and More’s essay on the “Sorrows of Christ” — written in prison — Archbishop Burke writes, “What would be profoundly more sorrowful would be the failure of a bishop to call a soul to conversion, the failure to protect the flock from scandal and the failure to safeguard the worthy reception of Communion.”

			June 27, 2004
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			The Savior Who Gave Us Science
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			On this day of the summer solstice, I think of how much I enjoy the calendar published by the Vatican Observatory, with beautiful photographs of the planets taken with its telescopes at its headquarters on the grounds of the papal summer residence in Castel Gandolfo. Under the direct patronage of the Pope, it is probably the oldest astronomical research institute in the world. Using it, Pope Benedict XVI’s predecessor Gregory XIII was able to promulgate the Gregorian calendar in 1582, a tremendous scientific achievement we still use.

			In this connection, I am also reminded of a dear friend and great priest who died in Madrid in April, having just given a lecture on science and religion in Rome. Father Stanley Jaki was a member of the Pontifical Academy of Science. He was born in Hungary in 1924 and was trained as a Benedictine monk. Throughout his life, he remained under obedience to the archabbot of Pannonhalma. Eventually he came to the United States and studied physics at Fordham with the Nobel laureate Victor Hess, a pioneer in the study of cosmic rays. Father Jaki lectured throughout the world and was Freemantle Lecturer at Oxford, Hoyt Fellow at Yale, and Gifford Lecturer at Edinburgh. For many years he lived in Princeton and was Distinguished Professor of Physics at Seton Hall. He received the Templeton Prize, the largest monetary award in the world, and used the prize money to help support his brother Benedictine monks. The theme of his more than fifty books was how the Catholic understanding of creation gave rise to modern physics and is the most substantial guide for the right use of theoretical physics and all physical sciences.

			I am glad to say that we shared a common affinity for the writings of Newman and Chesterton. While he took no prisoners in academic debates, he had a splendid sense of humor, was an accomplished pianist, and particularly enjoyed the conversations of children. The Rosary was a favorite devotion, and he dutifully kept a daily Holy Hour, which strengthened both his heart and brain. (I don’t think he made a distinction between them.)

			He often said, “Science lives by hope no less than religion.” His own priestly witness gave hope to many in his own day who might otherwise have lapsed into the “ennui” which is the moral infection of our present culture. Indeed, he knew with all great thinkers that there can be no culture without cult — which is worship. As Pope Benedict inaugurated the Year for Priests on the feast of the Sacred Heart to help priests live priestly lives, we should also give thanks to the “Savior of Science,” as Father Jaki called Our Lord, for priests who have already finished their earthly work.

			June 21, 2009

		

	
		
			The Sacred Heart of Jesus
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			The Sacred Heart
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			On Friday, June 19, Pope Benedict XVI inaugurated a special Year for Priests with a special ceremony in St. Peter’s Basilica, during which he venerated relics of St. John Marie Vianney, which had been brought from the French village of Ars, where the saint had been parish priest in the nineteenth century. The Pope declared that Vianney, who has been patron saint of parish priests, will from now on be patron of all priests, whatever their particular priestly work may be.

			The Pope chose to begin the Year for Priests, which will include the 150th anniversary of Vianney’s death on August 4, on the Solemnity of the Sacred Heart. The Sacred Heart represents Christ’s merciful love for the world, as Vianney’s own heart, which is one of the preserved relics, represents the saint’s love for his parishioners. He once said, “The priesthood is the love for the Heart of Jesus.” Pope Benedict XVI echoed those words, saying, “The gift of our priesthood originated directly from that Heart.” The Holy Father has said that he wants the year to be a chance for priests to grow in intimacy with the Divine Love and become “in today’s world, messengers of hope, reconciliation, and peace.”

			Not long after I became pastor here, I placed a statue of St. John Vianney, the “Holy Curé d’Ars,” in our church. Many were unfamiliar with this saint. Around the same time, I also restored the altar cross and candles, which I found tarnished in the basement. (One individual expressed surprise, being under the impression that Vatican II had abolished this arrangement.) I am gratified now that the Pope has brought Vianney to wider attention, just as he has called for the restoration of altar crosses and lights as we have them here, to emphasize the mystery of the Blessed Sacrament. Since we erected the statue of the Curé d’Ars, our parish has been remarkably blessed with priestly vocations.

			The Gospel (Mark 4:38) records a severe storm on the Sea of Galilee during which Our Lord seemed to be asleep in the stern of the boat, His head on a cushion. Pope Benedict has provided this Year for Priests because the world is storm-tossed — politically, economically, morally, and spiritually. Some have thought that God is paying no attention. The fact is that when He seems to be sleeping, He is preparing to calm the storm as Jesus did when He rebuked the wind. Along with that is the other fact, that many Christians have indeed been asleep and now must be awakened. The Pope is calling on priests to do that, but not before they commit themselves anew to the saving power of Christ, who has called them to show people the road to Heaven, as St. John Vianney promised to do when he arrived in that little village of Ars in 1818, and which he did do in an amazing way.

			June 28, 2009
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			All Praise Is His
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			On September 13, 1224, on the mount of Verna, St. Francis received the stigmata, the marks of Christ’s five wounds, in his flesh. Several months later, he composed “The Canticle of the Creatures,” now more commonly called “The Canticle of the Sun.” It is beautiful in its Umbrian dialect and enchants in any language. The seventh verse, which begins, “Laudato si, mi Signore, per sora nostra matre terra,” is the incipit of the recent encyclical on the dignity and duties of life in the created order.

			Five other verses are quoted in paragraph 87 of the encyclical. They praise the Lord for the sun, moon, stars, wind, air, water, and fire. I am inclined to think that St. Francis, who was a deacon, had in mind the Benedicite, which is part of the Liturgy of the Hours, conflating Daniel 3:57–88 and Psalm 148. St. Francis was a walking Bible, and his life was a canticle incarnate, so his inspiration was the same as Daniel’s and David’s. His canticle distinguishes the creature from the Creator, who is the object of creation’s praise.

			I found some verses in a Unitarian hymnal:

			Nature shouts from earth and sky,
In the spring our spirits fly,
Join the resurrection cry,
Love is God and fears must die, Alleluia!

			Such poésie may suit people who are vague about the Resurrection, and it really only works north of the equator. The problem is its inversion of “God is love” and “Love is God.” If Love is God, then it is a quick step to thinking of the sun and moon and stars and earth as divine, with earthly pastures as a pantheon.

			This is why it is important that “The Canticle of the Sun” be invoked in its entirety. The first and last three verses do not appear in the encyclical. An uninformed reader might get the impression that the saint of Assisi did not sing his song in a transport of joy to God, whose glory is ineffable:

			Most High, all powerful, all good Lord! 
All praise is Yours, all glory, all honor, and all blessing.
To You alone, Most High, do they belong.
No mortal lips are worthy to pronounce Your name.

			The last three verses praise the Lord for the strength He gives to forgive and to endure sickness and trial, for the mystery of death and fear of dying in mortal sin, and for serving Him with great humility.

			A satirist once described a trendy clergyman who “collects butterflies and considers the word ‘not’ to have been interpolated in several of the Commandments.” While Christ bid us to “consider the lilies of the field,” He did so not as a botanist but as the Lord, who “is before all things, and in him all things hold together” (Matt. 6:28; Col. 1:17). 

			To redact “The Canticle of the Sun” risks being left with the Sun, but without the Son. 

			June 28, 2015
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			With You, Always
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			There are personal memories, such as those kept in diaries and scrapbooks, and sometimes kept only in the heart. There are collective memories recorded on cenotaphs and invoked on memorial days and shared at family reunions. Cicero said that to be ignorant of the past is to remain always a child. That is not the childlikeness that walks the way to Heaven; it is the childishness that sees no way at all. Moses said, “And you shall remember the whole way that the Lord your God has led you these forty years in the wilderness” (Deut. 8:2). And before that he said, “Then take care lest you forget the Lord, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Deut. 6:12).

			On the feast of Sts. Peter and Paul, the Church remembers how their deaths planted the Faith in Rome. It is rare for a saint’s feast to replace the ordinary propers of the Mass on Sunday. On a wall of the North American College in Rome is inscribed, “O Roma felix, quae duorum Principum es consecrata glorioso sanguine!” (O happy Rome, which was consecrated by the glorious blood of the two Princes!)

			St. Peter urges us to “remember the words spoken in the past by the holy prophets, and the commandment of the Lord and Savior spoken through your apostles” (2 Pet. 3:2). St. Paul encouraged the Christians in unruly Corinth: “Now I commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the traditions even as I delivered them to you” (1 Cor. 11:2). These men were very different and did not enjoy compatible temperaments (saints are not inevitably easy to get along with). But they were bound by a holy memory that had changed their lives.

			Christianity is what it is because it is much more than that kind of human remembering that when strong is fidelity, and when weak is nostalgia. At the center of Christian living is a kind of hyper-remembering, the Eucharistic anamnesis, in both the Roman Canon and the Divine Liturgy of the Easter Church. This is not simply the antidote to amnesia. It is an active participation in what is being remembered. It is the difference between recalling and calling, between representing and presenting. Thus, the Eucharist is the Real Presence of Christ: His Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity.

			St. Peter had a vivid memory of the Perfect Victim’s Crucifixion, which is why he asked to be crucified upside down, as he felt unworthy to imitate what he remembered seeing on Calvary. And St. Paul could remember every word the Master spoke to him on the Damascus road. They had no need of diaries or scrapbooks, because the Master was with them at the Holy Table, fulfilling His unfailing promise: “I am with you always, even unto the end of the world” (Matt. 28:20). 

			June 29, 2014
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			Calling Evil Good
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			I  was with my parents at a performance of Gounod’s Faust some years ago, and when Marguerite goes mad in act V after killing her baby, my mother let out a gasp that embarrassed me — for we were in a box over stage left, and conspicuous. Now I bless my mother because that maternal empathy is the heart of civilization. “A voice was heard in Ramah, Rachel weeping for her children” (Jer. 31:15). Stifle the mother, and you stifle the child, and the world dies. 

			Our Lady, being a take-charge kind of woman, as was evident at the wedding in Cana, may have been a midwife often in Nazareth, weeping at the loss of infants — as she surely did when the innocents were massacred in Bethlehem.

			In the opera, the repentant Marguerite is taken by angels singing, “Salvation!” But Faust, who bartered his soul to Mephistopheles before fathering Marguerite’s child, is bound to that Satan, who, in the words of Milton, bids, “Evil, be thou my good.” Anyone who calls evil good moves discourse about infanticide to a very dark place.

			On April 26, President Obama, the first sitting president to address Planned Parenthood, not only thanked that organization, which aborts about three hundred thousand children a year, but added, “God bless you.” Evil, be thou my good.

			On June 13, Nancy Pelosi said that the abortion issue is “sacred ground.” Evil, be thou my good.

			On June 20, a New York Times op-ed contributor described the aborting of her twenty-three-week-old son, who had a heart defect: “I felt my son’s budding life end as a doctor inserted a needle through my belly into his tiny heart. As horrible as that moment was — it will live with me forever — I am grateful. We made sure our son was not born only to suffer. He died in a warm and loving place, inside me.” Evil, be thou my good.

			Our merciful Lord will hear the cry of those who make terrible mistakes, especially those who have not had the grace of being taught right from wrong. To them He offers real angels, and not singers on a stage. But He also predicted, “A time is coming when anyone who kills will think he is offering service to God” (John 16:2). Like Faust, such people ask God to bless destroyers of life, and call the killing fields “sacred ground,” and even describe the womb of a mother who kills her child as a “warm and loving place.”

			Blessed Teresa of Calcutta said that no one is safe around a mother who would kill her own child. Anyone who makes a Faustian bargain knows that even Christ is not safe there: “Inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me” (Matt. 25:40). Satan calls evil good. 

			Christ calls it Crucifixion.

			June 30, 2013
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			Advice and Dissent

			[image: ]

			Last March 4 the former managing editor of the New York Times, Bill Keller, wrote an op-ed essay on scandals in the Church, entitled “Is the Pope Catholic?”121 It was a diatribe so bitter that many were embarrassed for him. Calling himself a “collapsed Catholic” and not just a “lapsed Catholic,” he incoherently attacked doctrine and even stooped to mock the Pope’s illness.

			On June 29 Keller published another op-ed column recounting his wife’s abortion two years earlier. Ultrasound imaging showed a boy, which Keller describes as “a boy-like creature.” He resents that “the anti-abortion lobby” gives “tadpole-sized fetuses the poster appeal of full-grown infants.” But a father is a father, and Keller remembers “the poetry of the first heartbeats” of the “boy-like creature” he named Charlie. 

			Tests showed the boy might be born dead or in a “vegetative” state. “Facing the prospect of a greater heartbreak, watching a child die or suffer inconsolably, or exhausting the emotional resources needed for two other children, we decided to end it.” 

			Keller writes that he and his wife had consulted a “nun,” who told them, “Think about what God would want, not what the Church would want. They are not always necessarily the same thing.” Keller’s revulsion at child abusers expressed in earlier columns condemning the Church did not extend to this unhelpful consoler, who thought that killing a child might be God’s will. 

			“The last thing Emma was aware of before surrendering to the anesthetic was Charlie kicking madly.”

			If this “collapsed Catholic” had obeyed Christ and the Vicar of Christ, whom he considers an “unintelligible” old man “on his last legs” — instead of a dissident nun echoing Eve on the world’s first bad day — he would not be disquieted of soul. His wife told him that if there had been no abortion, “we would have lost that baby, but we would not have killed that baby.” 

			That same weekend, the New York Times reviewed a book about the Nazi Einsatzgruppen, trying to explain the process of “violent socialization” that enabled executioners to sing while babies slowly died on their bayonets. The author’s psychological analysis of moral meltdown hauntingly matches the justification of crimes against the unborn in what the Pope has exposed as our “Culture of Death.”

			Maybe the venomous anger Mr. Keller cast at the Church in his March 4 essay was related to what happened two years ago. Now he senses “a change of heart.” Don’t call that “Catholic guilt.” Guilt is guilt, and the Catholic Church calls it what it is. 

			A “collapsed Catholic” has collapsed under his own cross. A man so furious at the Church could become a great saint of the Church, like Saul of Tarsus. Mr. Keller has the intelligence and conscience needed. Now he needs humility. He does not need any more advice from a muddled nun who may be less fortunate than he on the Day of Judgment. 

			July 7, 2002

			
				
					121	This referred to Pope St. John Paul II, the reigning pontiff.
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			The Crucible of Liberty
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			Our parish boundaries cover the twenty-nine acres that were the homestead and farm of the Robert Murray family in the eighteenth century. The Murrays were Irish Quakers who emigrated from County Armagh in 1732. Like many pious people who came to America to do good but who also did well, Mr. Murray became the leading shipping merchant in New York City. His large house, Inclenberg, stood between what are now Thirty-Seventh and Thirty-Sixth streets. On September 15, 1776, his wife, Mary, and her daughters entertained the British general William Howe after his army had arrived at Kip’s Bay, a delaying tactic that enabled General George Washington to escape with about four thousand Continental troops. 

			Mary’s son Lindley was thought to have been a Loyalist who fled to England. Actually, he had gone there on business and was forced to stay because of polio. He wrote grammar books that were the most widely used in the United States long after his death in 1826. 

			For several days in that crucial September of 1776, British and Hessian troops encamped on what is today the site of our church.

			As Independence Day draws near, we remember what Ronald Reagan said in his first inaugural address as governor of California in 1967: “Freedom is a fragile thing and is never more than one generation away from extinction.” In our generation, the First Amendment right of freedom of religion is threatened in a serious way by mandates of the current executive branch of our government. The bishops of the United States have unanimously called for a Fortnight of Prayer — launched on June 21 in Baltimore, in our nation’s oldest cathedral, and culminating on July 4 in the Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in our nation’s capital. There, as in all churches, special devotions will be offered for the intentions of Church and state. The bishops have proposed a “Prayer for the Protection of Religious Liberty” for these days: 

			O God our Creator,

			Through the power and working of your Holy Spirit,

			You call us to live out our faith in the midst of the world, bringing the light and the saving truth of the Gospel to every corner of society.

			We ask you to bless us in our vigilance for the gift of religious liberty. Give us the strength of mind and heart to readily defend our freedoms when they are threatened; give us courage in making our voices heard on behalf of the rights of your Church and the freedom of conscience of all people of faith.

			Grant, we pray, O heavenly Father, a clear and united voice to all your sons and daughters gathered in your Church in this decisive hour in the history of our nation, so that, with every trial withstood and every danger overcome — for the sake of our children, our grandchildren, and all who come after us — this great land will always be “one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.”

			We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.

			June 24, 2012
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			Two Georges
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			In Independence Hall is preserved a chair crafted in 1779 by the cabinetmaker John Folwell, with a sun on the horizon carved at the top. For nearly three months in 1787, George Washington used it during the Constitutional Convention. Benjamin Franklin mused: “I have . . . often in the course of the session . . . looked at that sun behind the President without being able to tell whether it was rising or setting. But now at length I have the happiness to know it is a rising and not a setting sun.” On each subsequent generation falls the obligation to keep that sun rising, a task that requires the virtues that animated Washington, as described by Henry Lee III: “First in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.”

			But July 4 is about two Georges, and the sun of King George III is occluded in a mental darkness. Both Georges — true to their name, since it means “husbandman” — loved few things more than farming. Washington let drop his Augustan dignity when he raged at the report that New Yorkers had torn down an equestrian statue of the king in New York City. The horse’s tail is preserved in the Museum of the City of New York.

			Washington fathered a nation but no children, and perhaps fortunately so, since that precluded the possibility of a dynasty. Names such as Roosevelt, Kennedy, Clinton, and Bush were unknown to him. George III was the loving father of fifteen children and defied court convention by his faithfulness to his queen, Sophia Charlotte. He promoted science, founded Maynooth Seminary for Irish Catholics, and proposed the emancipation of slaves in Virginia, where Jefferson, in contempt for moral consistency, kept slaves while accusing the king of condoning the slave trade.

			Great Britain has had its own Declaration of Independence recently in the “Brexit” vote, for good or ill, depending on which pub is polled. But the two Georges shared one assurance as the foundation of all moral liberty — not the rising sun, but the risen Son, whose light never sets: “If the Son therefore shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed” (John 8:36). 

			July 3, 2016
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			The Time Predicted by Christ

			[image: ]

			The Supreme Court’s abuse of its authority in the decision redefining marriage as an institution based on feelings rather than fact, and sanctioning deviancy as a civil right, was expected. The surprise was its sentimental substitution of nihilistic narcissism for jurisprudence, expressed in an amorphous substitute for English diction. This passed a death sentence on Christian culture, just as Roe v. Wade sanctioned the deaths of millions of infants.

			As Christ rose from the dead, so can our nation, but only the cynic and the naïf will deny that the next steps will be attacks on Christ Himself in His Church, schools, and charitable institutions. It can’t happen here? That is what the English said before 1534 and the French before 1789 and the Russians before 1917 and the Germans before 1923. Now is the time of trial predicted by Christ. Not all will be brave enough to endure the persecutions predicted by Christ, though great will be the reward for those who bring their white robes of Christian dignity “unstained into the everlasting life of Heaven.”

			Pope Francis has said, “Same-sex marriage is not simply a political struggle, but it is an attempt to destroy God’s plan. It is a move of the ‘father of lies’ who seeks to confuse and deceive the children of God.”122 The president of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops declared that the narrow vote of the Supreme Court “is a tragic error that harms the common good and most vulnerable among us.”123 Chesterton wrote in 1926: “The next great heresy is going to be simply an attack on morality, and especially on sexual morality.” In ٢٠٠٨, Sister Lucia, who believed that she saw the Mother of Christ at Fatima, told Cardinal Caffarra: “The final confrontation between the Lord and Satan will be over family and marriage.”124 Injustice takes a harsh toll, but it cannot last, whereas “justice is eternal” (Wisd. 1:15).

			I yield my column to some lines from the dissenting opinion of Justice Scalia, who is Catholic in practice as well as in name:

			A system of government that makes the People subordinate to a committee of nine unelected lawyers does not deserve to be called a democracy. . . . Four of the nine are natives of New York City. . . . The five Justices who compose today’s majority are entirely comfortable concluding that every State violated the Constitution for all of the 135 years between the Fourteenth Amendment’s ratification and Massachusetts’ permitting of same-sex marriages in 2003. They have discovered in the Fourteenth Amendment a “fundamental right” overlooked by every person alive at the time of ratification, and almost everyone else in the time since. . . . The opinion is couched in a style that is as pretentious as its content is egotistic. . . . The Supreme Court of the United States has descended from the disciplined legal reasoning of John Marshall and Joseph Story to the mystical aphorisms of the fortune cookie. . . . With each decision of ours that takes from the People a question properly left to them — with each decision that is unabashedly based not on law, but on the “reasoned judgment” of a bare majority of this Court — we move one step closer to being reminded of our impotence.

			July 5, 2015

			
				
					122	Edward Pentin, “Cardinal Bergoglio Hits Out at Same-Sex Marriage,” National Catholic Register, July 8, 2010.

				

				
					123	“Supreme Court Decision on Marriage ‘A Tragic Error’ Says President of Catholic Bishops’ Conference,” USCCB website, June 26, 2015.

				

				
					124	“Fatima Visionary Predicted ‘Final Battle’ Would Be Over Marriage, Family,” Catholic News Agency, December 31, 2016, http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/. 
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			Patriotism Begins in “Another Country”
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			The extended Independence Day weekend occasions some reflections on patriotism. The word is variously defined. Tolstoy called it an absolute vice, the essence of stupidity and immorality. In a famous essay in the 1980s, shortly after he converted to Catholicism, the Scottish philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre called it a central moral virtue. He drew on Augustine and Aquinas to shape his case: 

			If I do not understand the enacted narrative of my own individual life as embedded in the history of my country . . . I will not understand what I owe to others or what others owe to me, for what crimes of my nation I am bound to make reparation, for what benefits to my nation I am bound to feel gratitude. Understanding what is owed to and by me and understanding the history of the communities of which I am a part is . . . one and the same thing.

			Not long before St. Peter was crucified by a mad emperor, he had declared: “Honor all people. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the king” (1 Pet. 2:17). This is more than pragmatic politics. Like St. Peter, St. Thomas More got the order of obedience right, saying that he was “the King’s good servant, but God’s first.” A true patriot would not think of honoring God as a mere ruler, nor fearing a mere ruler as God.

			Just as there was an amazing explosion of artistic talent concentrated in Renaissance Italy, so too was the American Revolution a time of extraordinary acumen on display. George Washington had all the gifts needed to be a true Father of the Country. Alexander Hamilton put his unsurpassed genius to work in various ways of national service. Others knew the temptations of envy and venality but managed to subsume them under a higher cause.

			Sometimes around July 4, I make a case for the widely misunderstood King George III, most recently in Crisis Magazine.125 There still are people, unthinking thralls of cliché, who call him a “tyrant.” A decade after the American Revolution, the king himself said that George Washington was “the greatest man in the world.” Had they ever met, they would have enjoyed each other’s company. 

			However one defines patriotism, Benjamin Franklin’s words still obtain — to paraphrase: We have been given a republic, if we can keep it. The patriot’s obligation to live a life of virtue is best kept by knowing the difference between earthly and heavenly cities. Thus the final stanza of Sir Cecil Spring-Rice’s poem:

			And there’s another country, I’ve heard of long ago,
Most dear to them that love her, most great to them that 
 know;
We may not count her armies, we may not see her King;
Her fortress is a faithful heart, her pride is suffering;
And soul by soul and silently her shining bounds increase,
And her ways are ways of gentleness, and all her paths are 
 peace.

			July 6, 2014

			
				
					125	Fr. George W. Rutler, “Born for Happiness and Misery: King George III,” Crisis Magazine, June 30, 2014.
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			The Man for All Seasons
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			Our parish is blessed with a shrine to St. Thomas More. The young artist who painted the saint’s image after Holbein was a refugee from communist Eastern Europe. He did such a good job that Cardinal Egan, dedicating it, said that he would not be surprised if this were the original.

			We recently celebrated the joint feasts of St. Thomas More, who was chancellor of England, and St. John Fisher, bishop of Rochester. Their personalities were different in many ways, and it was almost a miracle that an Oxford man and a Cambridge man got on so well and eventually were canonized together. The Act of Succession and the Act of Supremacy were the challenges that King Henry VIII threw at them, and the saints returned the challenge. The issues were rooted in natural law: the meaning of marriage and the claims of government. These are the same issues that loom large today. Whatever our courts of law may decide about these matters, St. Thomas says: “I am not bound, my lord, to conform my conscience to the council of one realm against the General Council of Christendom.” In 1919, in A Turning Point in History, G. K. Chesterton predicted with powerful precision that, great as More’s witness was then, “he is not quite so important as he will be in a hundred years’ time.”

			For every courageous saint back then, there were many other Catholics who instead took the safe path of complacency. More’s own family begged him to find some loophole, and — after the sudden deaths of eight other bishops — Fisher was the only one left who acted like an apostle. Those who opted for comfort and wove the lies of their world into a simulation of truth had a banal and shallow faith that Pope Francis has called “rose water.” It is a good image, for rose water is not blood and cannot wash away sin.

			The “Man for All Seasons” wrote to his beloved Margaret from his cell in the Tower of London: “And, therefore, my own good daughter, do not let your mind be troubled over anything that shall happen to me in this world. Nothing can come but what God wills. And I am very sure that whatever that be, however bad it may seem, it shall indeed be the best.”

			The Fortnight for Freedom extended from the vigil of the feasts of Fisher and More to July 4, but its prayers continue, as the Church’s many charitable and evangelical works are threatened by our present government’s disdain for the religious conscience, most immediately evident in the Health and Human Services mandate126 and the redefinition of marriage. In 1534 Henry VIII’s arrogation of authority over the Church was quickly followed by a Treasons Act, which made it a high crime to criticize the king. In contemporary America as in Tudor England, the surest way to let that happen is to say, “It can’t happen here.”

			July 7, 2013

			
				
					126	On July 2, 2013, in response to a national outcry from Catholic parishioners, clergy, and politicians, the appointed administrators of the Affordable Care Act (President Obama’s federal takeover of medical care in the United States) made an “accommodation” to the stated moral objections that turned out to be no accommodation at all. The revised language still effectively ordered almost any employer — religious or secular — to violate Catholic morality by forcing employees to pay for group insurance coverage that included sterilization, abortion-inducing drugs, and contraception.
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			The Gift of Thunder
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			Jesus did not appoint the brothers James and John to be His apostles in spite of their tempers, but because of them. These Boanerges (Sons of Thunder) had wanted to bring fire down on the rude Samaritans. Jesus knew that such anger, if harnessed, could become “righteous.” There is a difference between using temper and losing temper, as there is between oil for energy and the Gulf oil spill. Anger rightly used and not lost becomes strength. James became the first apostle to offer his life serenely for the Lord, and John in his maturity wrote, “Little children, love one another” (1 John 4:7).

			The Risen Christ converted St. Paul’s destructive wrath on the Damascus road. Later, the apostle would warn the Galatians that their uncontrolled temper was a “work of the flesh.” St. Jerome’s letters to St. Augustine show how hard it was for him to control his tongue and pen, and the sun often went down upon the wrath of the Irish missionary Columba. No saint, naturally placid or aggressive, replaced anger with the opposite extreme of timidity. “God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power and love and self-control” (2 Tim. 1:7).

			The cure for both sinful anger and sinful timidity is the virtue of courage. St. John Chrysostom wrote to Theodore: “For if the wrath of God were a passion, one might well despair of being unable to quench the flame which he had kindled by so many evil doings; but since the Divine nature is passionless, even if He punishes, even if He takes vengeance, He does this not with wrath, but with tender care, and much loving-kindness; wherefore it behooves us to be of much good courage, and to trust in the power of repentance.”127

			Timidity disguised as charity can do more harm than anger. The conceit that evil will melt away by ignoring it would be like Captain Smith on the Titanic saying, “Iceberg? What iceberg?” St. Augustine said, “God does not need my lie.” St. John Fisher, speaking as the only one of his country’s bishops who was a true shepherd, lamented: “The fort is betrayed even of them that should have defended it.” Four hundred years later, Churchill would say, “An appeaser is one who feeds a crocodile, hoping it will eat him last.”

			St. Alphonsus Liguori was not timid when he counseled: “Even when correcting faults, superiors should be kind.” But his kindness was in fact the engine of his zeal to “admonish sinners,” which is the first of the seven Spiritual Works of Mercy. Conversely, St. Leo confronting Attila the Hun, St. Joan of Arc trying to make a man of her pathetic king, and Blessed Jerzy Popieluszko staring down the Communists, were not foolhardy in their assertiveness. Their strength came not from Anger Management Therapy but from Christ, whose very wrath is merciful.

			July 2, 2010

			
				
					127	St. John Chrysostom, An Exhortation to Theodore after His Fall 1, 4.
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			St. Benedict, the Prophet of Europe
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			In 1988 as Pope John Paul II began his speech to the European Parliament, Ian Paisley, a member for Northern Ireland, shouted that the Pope was the Antichrist. Another member, Archduke Otto von Hapsburg, seized him and, with the help of a few others, pushed him out of the hall. Since the archduke was the last crown prince of Austria-Hungary, it was as if a thousand years of popes and Holy Roman emperors had come alive again. In 2004, Otto had the joy of watching John Paul beatify his father, the Emperor Karl, in whose army the Pope’s own father had devotedly served. 

			Shortly before his election to the papacy, Benedict XVI wrote a book entitled Europe: Today and Tomorrow. It was prophetic, and poignantly so, in light of the troubles that the European Union is having these days. The constitution of the Union studiously avoided mentioning the role of Christianity in the formation of Europe. The same Union has promoted many policies hostile to moral sanity, which have architected the structure of what successive popes have called a culture of death.

			Hilaire Belloc said that “the Faith is Europe and Europe is the Faith.” This could be a very limited and parochial view, but an expansive interpretation means that Europe would not be a triumph of civilization had it not been for the Christian sense of mankind. Europe cannot survive as a cohesive culture with a logical ground for its existence without Christianity as its animating force. This sense is lacking now, and the spiritual life of Europe, generally speaking, is materialistic and indolent, slothful about any transcendent perspective on life.

			In 1980 Pope John Paul II named Sts. Cyril and Methodius, representatives of Eastern European Christianity, the Church’s “other lung,” co-patrons of Europe along with St. Benedict, whose feast we celebrate this week and whom Pope Paul VI proclaimed patron of Europe in 1964. In contrast to the functioning model for European unity — which seems to be, for the European Union, an entity bureaucratically sustained — St. Benedict preserved and promoted European culture through his carefully structured and maintained system of monastic confederations. This was not unlike, albeit in a supernatural order, the structure of fast-food chains or international corporations.

			St. Benedict could once again be a unifier of Europe more effective than any bureaucracy in Strasbourg or Brussels. As he wrote in his Rule: “No one should follow what he considers to be good for himself, but rather what seems good for another. They should display brother love in a chaste manner, fear God in a spirit of love; revere their abbot with a genuine and submissive affection. Let them put Christ before all else, and may he lead us all to everlasting life.”

			July 10, 2016
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			The Best Things in the Worst Times
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			In our part of Manhattan there is no summer slowdown, and if there is demographic slack, any void is filled by the large number of tourists. The relentless pounding of steam hammers is an unnecessary reminder that our parish is in the midst of the biggest real-estate development in the history of the nation. We are part of that, as a spiritual animus and not as mere observers.

			Stones and windows and marble in our present church came from the church of 1857. It was moved to build the Pennsylvania Station designed by McKim, Mead, and White, which was later destroyed by modern barbarians whose wrecking balls and dynamite are more potent than the axes and battering rams of the old Vandals and Huns. The sacrificial offerings of the poor parishioners built the best church they could. It never occurred to those who arrived on our docks as refugees to give God what remained after their ski vacations and summer cottages. The first parish school the immigrants built looked like a Parisian mansion, for they wanted the Faith taught to their children in petrine128 tribute to Petrine129 dogma.

			The best intentions could not afford all the costs of the new church. The reredos behind the high altar remained unfinished until, over the past few months, we continued the work of polychroming. The increasing numbers of young people in the parish provided a pool of volunteers. And as God provides for us when we provide for God, various experts showed up unexpectedly to offer their help. My father liked to do gold-leafing as a hobby, and he taught me. I taught several others, who painstakingly accomplished much in at least eight hundred man-hours. One of our new parishioners lent scaffolding and several of the workers in his construction company — Ecuadoreans of singular craftsmanship and reverence. Our team represented more than half a dozen ethnic backgrounds united in the “one, holy, catholic” Faith, for the Church is universal in grace and thus is more than just international. A Jewish friend joined in. The work was finished in time for what would have been my own father’s one hundredth birthday. Had he not already climbed the ladder that Jacob saw in a dream, I am sure he would have been up on the scaffold helping. 

			In our distressed nation, nothing is more essential than what barbarians consider unessential. I think of the youth who, in the days of Oliver Cromwell and his iconoclasts, built a church in defiance of a hostile government. He was imprisoned in the Tower of London and died at the age of twenty-seven. The tablet in his church in Leicestershire is inscribed:

			In the year 1653, when all things sacred were throughout the nation either demolished or profaned, Sir Robert Shirley, Baronet founded this church; whose singular praise it is to have done the best things in the worst times and hoped them in the most calamitous. 

			July 12, 2015

			
				
					128	“Made of stone.”

				

				
					129	That is, approved by the authority of St. Peter.
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			The Virtue of Patriotism
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			Popular myth has Martin Luther burning the Summa Theologica of St. Thomas Aquinas in the marketplace of Wittenberg. Not so. The hapless heretic wanted to destroy one of the world’s greatest works, but none of the townsfolk was willing to surrender a copy. We should cherish Aquinas like that today, for he prevents a lot of pseudo-philosophical humbug.

			In the month of Independence Day and Bastille Day, we recall that St. Thomas lists patriotism and piety as virtues under the governing virtue of justice. Patriotism gives the nation its due. The anarchist Emma Goldman called patriotism a superstition. Our Founding Fathers did not make the mistake of the French radicals who in 1789 denied God and His Church. One of the revolutionaries, Madame Jeanne Manon Philipon Roland, a founder of the Girondist party, learned that liberty running away from the judgment of God leads to terror. She went to the guillotine crying: “O Liberty, Liberty! What crimes are committed in thy name!”

			Dr. Johnson called patriotism “the last refuge of a scoundrel.” His friend and biographer, Boswell, explained that Johnson had not meant “a real and generous love of our own country, but that pretended patriotism which so many in all ages and countries, have made a cloak of self-interest.” Camera-conscious politicians singing “Onward Christian Soldiers” (or refusing to do so out of political correctness) are not models of Aquinas’s virtue of patriotism. Anyone can wrap himself in the flag and the cross, or demand a separation of the two, for self-promotion. The virtue is in those who offer their honor and lives for their fellow men.

			God is God, whether or not we pledge ourselves to be one nation under Him. To unsay it is to deny that America is under divine judgment. George Washington took John Adams to a Catholic Mass in Philadelphia. These men of virtue, while not enjoying the fullness of the Catholic Faith, admired the Mass for its beauty and the sermon for its purity of moral doctrine. May the same be said of our own parish.

			New York Harbor welcomed many immigrants. The book of Revelation shows another shore, where Heaven, our true native land, awaits. Our earthly home is worthy only as a sign of it. The Statue of Liberty is a civil icon of the Blessed Virgin, whose lamp is the light of Christ. Genuine liberty is the freedom from sin and death: “the glorious liberty of the sons of God” (Rom. 8:21). Washington wrote in his journal: 

			O eternal and everlasting God, Direct my thought, words and work. Wash away my sins in the immaculate blood of the lamb, and purge my heart by thy Holy Spirit, from the dross of my natural corruption, that I may with more freedom of mind and liberty of will serve thee, the everlasting God, in righteousness and holiness this day, and all the days of my life.

			July 14, 2002
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			Facing God 
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			In 2014, Pope Francis appointed Cardinal Robert Sarah of Guinea to be Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, with instructions to continue a “reform of the reform.”

			After the Second Vatican Council, many changes in the liturgy were done virtually overnight, with no mandate from the Council, but motivated by what Pope Pius XII would have called a romantic “historicism” based on a mistaken understanding of the early Church’s liturgy. Even some well-intentioned but misinformed Catholics have thought that inferior contemporary music and completely vernacular texts were the aim of Vatican II. A growing number of young Catholics understand better what the popes want for the liturgy than some aging people who have not outgrown the confusion of the 1960s and 1970s.

			One change never mentioned by Vatican II was having the priest as a “presider” face the people all through the Mass. It came at a time when people were increasingly preoccupied with themselves, and it encouraged a psychology of self-absorption. The venerable ad orientem posture of the priest, always kept in the Eastern rites, is not a matter of his turning his back to the people. Rather, the priest faces East to direct the faithful’s attention away from himself and toward the horizon symbolizing the Resurrection. 

			The readings and preaching (the synaxis or synagogue part) are done facing the people, for they are instructive, but the Holy Sacrifice (the anaphora or temple part) is offered with everyone facing in the same direction, rather than in what Pope Benedict XVI called an “enclosed circle.” Pope Francis celebrates ad orientem in the Sistine Chapel. It has nothing to do with the placement of the altar, for the venerable manner — as in ancient basilicas — is a free-standing altar. In our own parish church, the ad orientem use is suitable for the altar in the nave as easily as at the older altar. 

			As Cardinal Sarah points out, liturgical innovations were supposed to invigorate Mass attendance, but they had the opposite effect, not to mention the countless millions of dollars spent on church renovations, which in too many cases ruined fine art. His Eminence has asked that parishes institute the ad orientem in the Ordinary Form by Advent, as a thing “good for the Church, good for our people.” Actually, no permission is needed for that, since the original General Instruction of the Roman Missal left the position as a legitimate option, so it may be instituted at any time. The ad orientem use will be a modest change, different from the way innovations were made in the 1960s with tactless abruptness. 

			Cardinal Sarah said, “The liturgy is not about you and me. It is not where we celebrate our own identity or achievements or exalt or promote our own culture and local religious customs. The liturgy is first and foremost about God and what he has done for us.”130 

			July 17, 2016

			
				
					130	Cardinal Robert Sarah, “Towards an Authentic Implementation of Sacrosanctum Concilium” (opening address to Sacra Liturgia, UK, July 5, 2016).
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			Pessimist or Optimist?

			[image: ]

			The pessimist and the optimist are much alike. Though the maxim has the pessimist seeing a glass half-empty and the optimist seeing it half-full, what they share is the confinement of their perspectives to the glass and what is in it. I’d rather be an optimist, because he tends to be more valiant. 

			King Saul with his spear was a pessimist who thought that Goliath was too big to be killed. David with his slingshot was an optimist who thought that the giant was too big to miss. But the attitudes of both were psychological. The morose personality sees threat, and the buoyant personality sees opportunity, but reality for both is only perception. It has been observed that the pessimist is an unhappy idiot and the optimist a happy idiot, for the self and the self’s humor are the measure of all things.

			There is agreement among both kinds of personalities that the world is going to end. Grimly or happily, they can cite physicists who expect that our planet will be finished by the year 500,000,000,000. But it will be too hot to sustain human life within a mere one billion years. These days, many seem to be pessimists who think that the world will end faster than expected, at least in terms of livable conditions affected by climate change. Some take this as a new gospel, and skeptics are treated as heretics facing an opprobrium as harsh as it is capricious, and as capricious as it is vicious. The argument is declared settled, even though no true science is ever settled.

			No less a brain than that of Isaac Newton was confident that the world would end in 2060. The jury is still out on that. Now some Russian scientists complicate things by predicting that a 60 percent drop in solar activity will cause a mini ice age from 2030 to 2040, similar to the freeze from 1645 to 1715. We do know that Paul Ehrlich’s book The Population Bomb predicted in 1968 that, long before now, four billion people would have starved to death, including sixty-five million in the United States. He continues to lecture to well-fed students at Stanford University.

			Grigori Rasputin contaminated Russia with his pessimism, predicting that the world would end on August 23, 2013. That has happened only in places like Detroit. He was the opposite of P. G. Wodehouse’s blithe Madeline Bassett, who thought that “the stars are God’s daisy chain,” and “every time a fairy blows its wee nose a baby is born.”

			The only settled science is that of the soul. It is neither pessimistic nor optimistic. It is the realism of Christ, who is the Eternal Logos, reason itself. Against pessimism and optimism it posits the virtue of hope. By hope, one trusts that God will grant eternal life and the means to attain it if one cooperates with the divine will, while recognizing the difficulties that lie in the path toward that blissful eternity. Hope has no patience for its dark enemy, pessimism, nor for its gossamer imitation, optimism. 

			July 19, 2015

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Let Us Play

			[image: ]

			The vacation business is one of the biggest factors in the national economy — yet having a good time need not be expensive, if one understands what play really is. The best philosophers have long considered the human instinct for recreation. Such Catholic thinkers as Hugo Rahner and Josef Pieper have written whole books on eutrepalia, or recreation in relation to spiritual happiness. Catholicism considers the depth of the commandment to keep the Sabbath, understanding that we do not keep it right unless we associate the worship of God with enjoyment. Vacations in the summer and all enjoyable leisure reflect our relationship to God as His sons and daughters: as He delights in His creation, so should we. 

			Playfulness is a moral obligation. St. Thomas Aquinas calls playfulness one of the virtues allied with temperance, and he treats it under the virtue of modestia, which is moderation in outward movements. Playing games and telling jokes are virtuous because such playfulness gives rest to the tired soul, mind, and body. The great Doctor of the Church says that a lack of mirth or playfulness is a sin: 

			In human affairs whatever is against reason is a sin. Now, it is against reason for a man to be burdensome to others, by offering no pleasure to others, and by hindering their enjoyment. . . . Now, a man who is without mirth not only is lacking playful speech, but is also burdensome to others, since he is deaf to the moderate mirth of others. Consequently they are vicious, and are said to be boorish.131 

			Having fun must be moderate to be virtuous. The Christian parts with the modern pagan who desperately spends money and wastes time to find the happiness that can be found only in the love of God. St. Thomas says that our playfulness and entertainment (1) should not be indecent or injurious (i.e., it is wrong to have fun at the expense of others); (2) should not be out of balance (i.e., doing stupid and extravagant things “to have a good time”); and (3) should not be out of place (joking at funerals, acting silly at weddings, dressing slovenly in church, lacking respect for nature).

			Happiness is more than a “happy hour.” It is prelude to the happiness of Heaven. It demands that we see vacations, days off, attempts to find an hour’s rest in a hectic day as clues that we are called to eternal happiness with God. The indiscreet joy of the saints has made this secret public. That is why we are never more at rest or happier than when we are with a saint.

			July 28, 2002

			
				
					131	St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II, Q. 168, art. 4.

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			An Accounting

			[image: ]

			My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,132

			At noon on September 17, 2001, I became your pastor, and at noon on August 1 in this year of 2013 I relinquish that duty and move on to new work assigned to me by our cardinal. At the farewell gathering so splendidly hosted by you, I was shown photographs from many events in those years. Of them all, I was especially drawn to the one of me in a safety helmet and covered with dust on the day our city was attacked, and thousands were killed at the World Trade Center. Although I had not yet officially become pastor, I was in the process of moving in, and I was one of the many who were given water from canteens in front of our church. That beginning of my pastorate was in no metaphorical way a baptism by fire. 

			God, who brings good out of ill, has since blessed us in countless ways, but canon law does require some accounting. In those twelve years in our parish, 623 have been baptized into Christ, 433 have been united in holy matrimony, 79 have been blessed in death as they entered the larger life, and many others have been anointed in the hospitals.

			Our Lord knows that 99 sheep are not enough if one more is lost. Since 2001 our flock has doubled, and there have been among them nearly a dozen who have been called to the priesthood. While I am the only priest in this parish, the visiting priests who assist in various ways have been a great support. I have heard in these twelve years possibly forty-five or fifty thousand confessions, and my fellow priests may have doubled that. No one save the angels in Heaven will know the wonderful graces that have been given in our confessionals, and that has been a chief joy to me, along with the priestly vocations of those fine young men who have been like sons to me. 

			Our small parish staff have always been loyal, and those who help in other ways have graciously preferred to go unnamed. The volunteer faculty of our CCD classes, which have grown tenfold, could more than match the finest of any school, and young people come from long distances for the Pre-Cana program, which is unsurpassed for its sound teaching of the joy of true marriage. The holy Liturgy has been accompanied year after year by our music director and choir. The men and boys who are our altar servers have instinctively and happily followed the directives of the Holy See, shunning theatrics and the clericalization of the laity by the misuse of Extraordinary Ministers of the Eucharist as though they were ordinary. During the week, I have been grateful for the service of Deacon Frank Orlando, who has recently been made director of formation for permanent deacons in the archdiocese. Our lectors read the sacred lessons of God’s lively oracles with dignity and even cut short their ballgames and surfing in the summer to do so.

			The good people of our parish, along with our extended family far and wide, have sacrificed to change the financial situation of this parish. Twelve years ago, we were burdened under millions of dollars of mortgage and other debts and costs for the repair of a building in which everything seemed to be collapsing at the same time. All that has been reversed, every penny of debt is paid, and the church has virtually been reconstructed, along with the installation of a new organ and many other improvements, renovations, and fine art. Our Lord was not fortunate in the one he chose to hold the moneybag, but the same Lord mercifully sent me trustees whose selfless devotion in these challenging years will bring them a reward more than I can give. There may have been times when my concern about the dire financial situation of our church made me seem, in the vernacular expression, cheap. Part of me is Scottish, a people known to practice thrift to a heroic degree, and in recent years I have even been made chaplain to our city’s two leading Scottish societies. What once was owed is now matched by what is held in fixed funds for the maintenance of the church. The daily costs remain the responsibility of the people, in addition to our charitable and evangelical obligations, and I leave in the good hope that the results of the hard work of many will be preserved and stewardship will increase.

			Perhaps someday, if I am permitted repose, I shall read into the record the lessons I have learned from people. That would not be an exercise in flattery or criticism, both of which are unworthy of a Christian, but it would be advice for our children when they are grown. When I became pastor of this parish, there were saints among us who guided me, and there were others who may become saints in a lengthier period beyond this world, but who did not make things easy for me. They were much tamer than Alexander the coppersmith (2 Tim. 4:14). I trust that in the future there will be no retreat to the old mistakes and abuses that have been addressed by our recent popes.

			I have grown to love St. Paul more and more, and part of that is because, just as he tried to explain the gospel on Mars Hill in Athens, I have tried in a shamefully poorer way to do that here on Murray Hill in New York City. Since he is the saint that I am not, my only affinities with him are in his love of the Master, and his love for his people. That love was evident at Miletus, when he said farewell to the elders he had summoned from Ephesus as he was embarking for Jerusalem. 

			And when he had spoke thus, he knelt down and prayed with them all. And they all wept and embraced Paul and kissed him, sorrowing most of all because of the word he had spoken, that they should see his face no more. And they brought him to the ship. (Acts 20:36–38) 

			I am only going to the far west side of Manhattan and not to Jerusalem, and you may see me from time to time; and instead of boarding a ship I may be on the Thirty-Fourth Street bus. But I do kneel like him as I leave, with happy tears of thanks for having been among you.

			Faithfully yours in Our Saviour,

			Fr. George W. Rutler
July 28, 2013

			
				
					132	This is Fr. Rutler’s final letter to his parishioners at the Church of Our Saviour on Park Avenue in Manhattan before assuming his new position as pastor of the Church of St. Michael the Archangel on Manhattan’s West Side.

				

			

		

	
		
			The Transfiguration of Our Lord
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			The Good, the Bad, the Ugly, and the Beautiful

			[image: ]

			One of my parishioners, now gone to the Lord, taught himself at least eight languages. This served Vernon A. Walters well in various important diplomatic roles and as a translator for presidents. Charles de Gaulle said, “Nixon, you gave a magnificent speech, but your interpreter was eloquent.”

			In a higher realm, something similar might be said of Silvanus, sometimes called Silas (1 Pet. 5:12). What Peter dictated was of the Holy Spirit, but Silvanus gave it a fine grammatical touch, and so we have some expressions as eloquent as they are immortal, like the “precious promises” by which “you might be partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4).

			These words have to be understood carefully, lest they be twisted into some sort of Buddhist or Mormon confusion about humanity and divinity. “Deification” is a grant by God’s will. St. Maximos (d. 662) said, “All that God is, except for an identity of being, one becomes when one is deified by grace.” Peter, along with James and John, was perhaps not being deified at the moment he was dozing in the olive grove—while the Master prayed to His Father in His agony. But at the Last Supper that same evening, Our Lord had said: “I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one — I in them and you in me — so that they may be brought to complete unity” (John 17:22–23). Peter had indeed seen this glory with the same sons of Zebedee on the mountain of the Transfiguration, which feast we celebrate this coming Saturday. Christ had to explain to Peter the meaning of the divine light that had bewildered him.

			That glorious occasion on the mountaintop was followed immediately by chaotic scenes at the mountain’s base: a sick boy thrashing about and fierce words from Jesus about Satan. It is an instruction to us about life in the Church, for glimpses of glory are often followed, if not overshadowed, by suffering and sin. In my book He Spoke to Us there is a chapter called “The Transfiguration of the Church” because the Transfiguration of Christ is a lesson in the drama of the Church throughout history: the good, the bad, the beautiful, and the ugly are in tension, but they never blend into a mess. That is as true here in Hell’s Kitchen in New York and in any neighborhood as it was in Galilee. 

			In the temporal life of the Church are some of the saddest disappointments precisely because the same Church is the home of the world’s hope. Scandals and human failings are made more lurid in contrast to the sublime radiance that is the Church’s bright gift to a dark world that otherwise would accept evil as the norm. No syntax of Silvanus could make more elegant the essence of the humble fisherman’s astonishment: “We ourselves heard this voice from heaven while we were with him on the holy mountain” (2 Pet. 1:18).

			July 31, 2016
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			“This Is My Glory”

			[image: ]

			Give me that old-time religion” goes the refrain of a catchy gospel hymn. The Catholic Church has the oldest memory — back to Eden — and it does not go into hibernation like Rip Van Winkle with the death of the last apostle, waking up only in the sixteenth century. We Americans have a rather loose grasp on what “old” means. A building just a hundred years old can expect to have a historic marker tacked on it. We can also forget that there is much of old America north and south of us.

			The Pope refreshed our memory on July 30, when he canonized a lay brother in Guatemala. Pedro de San José Betancur was born in 1626 in Tenerife, Spain. The Massachusetts Bay Colony was taking root, the Ming Dynasty was in a civil war, Europe was torn by the Thirty Years’ War, and the East India Company was establishing its commercial empire. In 1650 Pedro sailed to Cuba as a missionary. In 1651, the same year that Oliver Cromwell lamentably defeated the Scots, he went to Honduras and walked all the way to Santiago de los Caballeros in Guatemala.

			Having failed in his studies for the priesthood, he made his profession as a Third Order Franciscan, and as a lay brother he worked as a gardener and a janitor. He bought a small house, which he converted into an oratory and an infirmary. Soon he founded the first school in Guatemala, a hospice for homeless men and women, and the world’s first hospital specifically for convalescents. Until then, hospitals were basically hospices for the dying. The first native order in the New World, the Bethlehemites, took its name from the “Little House of Our Lady of Bethlehem,” which was the dedication of Betancur’s oratory. 

			As Pope Clement XIV affirmed by declaring him Venerable in 1771, his good indicated sanctity, but he is a saint because of his practice to a heroic degree of the virtues theological (faith, hope, and love) and moral (prudence, justice, temperance, and fortitude). 

			Upon his arrival in Guatemala, Brother Pedro kissed the ground and said, “I must live and die here.” Sixteen years later, at the age of forty-six, he looked at a statue of St. Joseph in his “Bethlehem Hospital” and died exclaiming, “This is my Glory.” 

			It is a unique glory of the Catholic Church that she has saints. St. Pedro de San José Betancur’s example helped convert the former Governor of Costa Rica, the Duke of Talamanca, who became Brother Rodrigo de la Cruz and took up where St. Pedro had left off. To postmodern Americans, all this was a long time ago. It was only about a quarter of the way back to the Resurrection. But the “old-time religion” — lived and renewed in the lives of the saints — is, in the words of St. Augustine, “ever ancient, ever new.” 

			August 11, 2002

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Confession Makes Us Worthy

			[image: ]

			When Our Lord offered to go to the house of the Roman centurion even though the man was not a Jew, the officer said, “I am not worthy to have you come under my roof” (Matt. 8:8). His words are remarkable because humility was not considered a virtue by the classical philosophers. The current translation in the liturgical text reads, “I am not worthy to receive you.” A more accurate translation of the whole Mass is in the works, and I hope we have it soon.133 The centurion’s reference to his own house is especially to the point when the Blessed Sacrament is taken to the apartment of one who is ill. It always applies in church, for however beautiful may be the building, the House of God is only a hint of the Everlasting Halls. 

			In the parable of the Two Debtors (Luke 7:36–50), a Pharisee named Simon invites Jesus to his house for a meal. Simon is unctuously polite, but there is none of the Roman’s humility. He has the pose of a butterfly collector trying to pin down an exotic specimen. He calls Jesus “Rabbi” with the condescension of someone tolerating a deluded enthusiast. There is a tone of that sometimes when television interviewers invite a cleric on the show to discuss Church news. 

			A woman with a past shows up and is so deeply moved by Christ that she washes His feet with her tears and wipes them with her hair. The embarrassed Pharisee thinks to himself: “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner.” Presumably, we know his private thought because he later made it public to justify himself. Jesus stirred his guilt: “Do you see this woman? I entered your house, you gave me no water for my feet. . . . You gave me no kiss. . . . You did not anoint my head with oil.” 

			Jesus praised the righteousness of the Pharisees but not the self-righteousness of this Simon. Our self-righteous culture is quick to judge but slow to confess, because like the old pagan culture, it does not understand humility. It does not take seriously the sacrament of confession. It asks, as did the other guests under Simon’s roof: “Who is this who even forgives sins?” There can be no renewal of the Church without renewal of confession. There is an increase in our parish, which is very good. We are not worthy, but every time we go to confession, we humbly receive Our Savior as He deserves to be received. 

			August 18, 2002

			
				
					133	Another eight years would pass before the revised English translation of the Mass of Paul VI was released. The Latin had never changed from the wording in the traditional Latin Mass — which was based closely on the centurion’s exclamation to Our Lord in Matthew 8:8: Domine, non sum dignus ut intres sub tectum meum; sed tantum dic verbo, et sanabitur anima mea, which, in the pre-1962 translation, with eighteenth-century usage, went: “Lord, I am not worthy that thou shouldst enter under my roof, but only say the word and my soul shall be healed.” The revised translation we use in the pews today, finally released in Advent 2011 by the International Commission on English in the Liturgy, is dramatically superior to the rather limp summary Fr. Rutler cites from 2002. Similar to the pre-1962 translation, it is a vivid, specific, and powerful statement of this professional soldier’s humility, his earnest respect for the customs of the holy nation occupied by his army, and his theologian-grade understanding of the miraculous powers of Jesus Christ, which he intuits are intended to heal not merely the Jews, but all men, and do not even require Our Lord’s physical presence. Our souls, like the centurion’s servant, are saved by the will of God. 
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			God’s Blueprint

			[image: ]

			Our Lord was a construction worker. The Bible’s word for carpenter can include various tasks: woodworking, stone cutting, blueprint-making, and bookkeeping. While Our Lord knew about Heaven, He also knew about contracting, and so He knew what He was talking about when He said that a man does not construct a tower without first estimating the cost (Luke 14:28).

			I knew a priest, rather gruff on the surface, who wept at ordinations because he knew better than the young priests the cost of discipleship, and yet he loved the inestimable gift of the priesthood. The same thing happens at weddings when elderly couples weep, knowing the joy of the newlyweds but also the “richer and poorer, sickness and health” that ensues along the way to the serenity of golden age. Everyone smiles when a baby is baptized, but that lustral water inducts the child into the army of Christ, which, increasingly in our time, requires heroic sacrifice. Such is the price of glory.

			Today we deeply grieve the fall of the Twin Towers. They were the costly marvel of their day. The banner in our church with the names of the firemen and citizens of our parish who died on September 11 recalls the unspeakable cost of living in a world attacked by evil. “Except the Lord build the house, they labor in vain that build it” (Ps. 127:1). We can never fail to praise the heroism of those who did great things that day, nor can we lament sufficiently the horrors inflicted by worshippers of false gods.

			On a happy note, our parish in Hell’s Kitchen, which has long known the challenges of crime and poverty, is the locus of the biggest building boom in the history of our nation. At each Mass we hear the sound of hammers through the stained-glass windows. The newest tower rising down the street will be 1,009 feet tall with corporate offices, condominium units, and a luxury hotel. Jesus the carpenter, who knows all things, knows that it involves a $2 billion capitalization, including $1.2 billion in debt. Our parish’s debt is to the Lord for what we shall do for all the souls moving into this neighborhood. He shall demand from us an accounting. 

			St. Teresa of Calcutta knew that it would cost her much when she founded a religious order. Since then, many other religious orders have cut corners by selling out to worldly concerns, as though politically correct forms of “environmentalism” and “peace and justice” superseded the peace of Jesus and the justice of salvation. Some even abandoned their religious habits and communal lives. This is their last generation, as they resemble geriatric institutions. In contrast, Saint Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity numbered twelve sisters in 1950. Today there are 5,161 sisters, 416 brothers, and 7,598 houses ministering to the poorest of the poor and bringing them the gospel. They counted the cost and have not labored in vain. 

			September 11, 2016
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			Politicians Playing Pope

			[image: ]

			The Roman consul Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus (519–430 BC) was a model for our nation’s Founding Fathers, who had no concept of a “career politician.” Cincinnatus left his plough to serve his people and then returned to his farm when his work was done. Today there are many politicians who have had no career except public office. This can tempt them to think that power trumps truth. Recently, Archbishop Chaput said: “Catholic public leaders inconvenienced by the abortion debate tend to take a hard line in talking about the ‘separation of Church and state.’ But their idea of separation often seems to work one way. In fact, some officials also seem comfortable in the role of theologian. And that warrants some interest, not as a ‘political’ issue, but as a matter of accuracy and justice.”134

			Politicians who pick and choose the bits of Catholicism useful to their agenda are picturesquely called “cafeteria Catholics.” There are, of course, moral principles that permit prudential disagreement, as with economic policy, war strategies, and capital punishment. Abortion is different, because its evil is intrinsic. Like Typhoid Mary early in the twentieth century, moral cafeterias can spread grave moral danger. It is safer to go with Blessed Mary than with Typhoid Mary. But the latter, who infected forty-seven people, only three of whom died, acted unwittingly. There are public figures who willfully misrepresent Christ, and so they have His rebuke: “You are a hindrance to me; for you are not on the side of God, but of men” (Matt. 16:23). Ignorance is willful when it suppresses information. At the recent convention of one of our political parties in Denver, Archbishop Chaput was not invited to give an invocation, even though he is by far the most prominent religious leader in that area. 

			The Fourteenth Amendment remarks on the difference between a citizen and a person in its refutation of the Dred Scott decision, which, like Roe v. Wade, denied the human integrity of a person, not vouchsafed the rights of a citizen. The former denied the right to liberty, and the latter denied the right to life itself. The Lutheran theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was killed in the Flossenburg Concentration Camp, wrote in his Ethics: “Destruction of the embryo in the mother’s womb is a violation of the right to live, which God has bestowed on this nascent life. To raise the question whether we are here concerned already with a human being or not is merely to confuse the issue. The simple fact is that God certainly intended to create a human being and that this nascent human being has been deliberately deprived of his life. And that is nothing but murder.”135

			If politicians want to campaign as “ardent Catholics,” they should believe and act as ardent Catholics. As Archbishop Chaput has said from a pulpit better than any denied to him in the public forum: “If you’re Catholic and you disagree with your Church, what do you do? You change your mind.”

			September 7, 2008

			
				
					134	Charles J. Chaput, “On the Separation of Sense and State,” quoted in “Denver Archbishop Slams Pelosi on Church Teachings and Abortion,” Catholic News Agency, August 25, 2008, http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/.

				

				
					135	Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics, 175–176.
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			“We Have Become Too Proud to Pray”

			[image: ]

			As summer draws to a close, it seems that we have had very little of a lull in these weeks. Many of our parishioners have been on vacation, but a great many stayed in the city and were joined by an increasing number of tourists and visitors. The season reached a high point on Thursday, September 2, with a visit to our parish by the president of the United States, his father the former president, and their First Ladies. They joined me for some quiet time in the rectory followed by a prayer service in the church. The president is a man of sincere prayer and was intent on a Holy Hour for meditation. As this was to be private, no media or photographers and no public announcements were allowed until the actual day. The president and former president were joined in our church afterward by other officials, including the president’s advisers, members of the cabinet and Congress, the governor and mayor and former mayor. It was not easy to maintain privacy with central Manhattan closed to traffic, hundreds of Secret Service and security, and armed guards on the church roof, but such is the protection required in these days of terrorism and confused people. 

			As we resume the normal pace of parish life, we note that 2005 will be the fiftieth anniversary of the chartering of the parish. In preparation, there are some worthy and exciting projects in store about which I will soon be writing. No parish responsible to Christ can be satisfied with itself as an enclosed “community,” nor should its chief efforts be spent on the social entertainments of ourselves, although these are harmless and even helpful in due proportion. Our chief efforts must be in catechesis, spiritual formation, and evangelization. In such a time of challenge and growth, we should consider words written by Abraham Lincoln in 1863 and which I had the privilege of reading to our two presidential visitors and their guests: 

			We have been the recipients of the choicest bounties of Heaven; we have been preserved these many years in peace and prosperity; we have grown in numbers, wealth and power as no other nation has ever grown. But we have forgotten God. We have forgotten the gracious hand which has preserved us in peace and multiplied and enriched and strengthened us, and we have vainly imagined, in the deceitfulness of our hearts, that all these blessings were produced by some superior wisdom and virtue of our own. Intoxicated with unbroken success, we have become too self-sufficient to feel the necessity of redeeming and preserving grace, too proud to pray to the God that made us. It behooves us, then, to humble ourselves before the offended Power, to confess our national sins and to pray for clemency and forgiveness.136

			September 12, 2004

			
				
					136	Abraham Lincoln, “Proclamation Appointing a National Fast Day,” Washington, DC, March 30, 1863.

				

			

		

	
		
			The Exaltation of the Holy Cross
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			“We Sang a Dirge, and You Did Not Weep”

			[image: ]

			A friend sent me a collection of cartoons about the “smartphone” mania. Among the effects is the decay of the art of conversation. You can be reminded of this on busy Thirty-Fourth Street when people are so absorbed in “twittering” that they bump into you. One cartoon has figures of a bride and groom on top of a wedding cake, each fingering a smartphone, and another shows a crowd of people tweeting with one hand while holding in the other the sort of white cane that blind people use. Self-absorption is a form of moral blindness. Most poignant is the cartoon of a lonely little boy holding a soccer ball, totally ignored by other children staring at their smartphones.

			The moral problem is antecedent to the computer age: “To what then shall I compare the men of this generation, and what are they like? They are like children who sit in the marketplace and call to one another, and they say, ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not weep’ “ (Luke 7:31–32).

			Our Lord made those remarks in the context of criticisms against Him, citing the fickleness of His accusers, who resented the way He exposed the limitations of their self-absorption. For others without the audacity to challenge Him, it was sufficient to ignore Him. An ancient lament was a prophecy of Christ’s timeless reproach to those too preoccupied with themselves to pay Him attention as He hung on the Cross, whether in the first century or in the computer age: “Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? Look and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow” (Lam. 1:12).

			But for those who stay alert and look beyond themselves, September 14 celebrates the Triumph of the Cross. In the eighth century, a boy in Syria was born mute but found his voice the day he received Holy Communion at the age of seven. He apparently loved to sing from then on, and St. Andrew of Crete now is known as a hymnographer, as well as a bishop and a theologian. He explained why the Cross takes us out of ourselves:

			“Had there been no Cross, Christ could not have been crucified. Had there been no Cross, life itself could not have been nailed to the tree. And if life had not been nailed to it, there would be no streams of immortality pouring from Christ’s side, blood and water for the world’s cleansing. The legal bond of our sin would not be cancelled, we should not have attained our freedom, we should not have enjoyed the fruit of the tree of life, and the gates of paradise would not stand open. Had there been no Cross, death would not have been trodden underfoot, nor hell despoiled.”137

			September 13, 2015

			
				
					137	St. Andrew of Crete, homily on the Exaltation of the Cross.
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			I Shall Hold You Responsible
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			On the feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, the Church rejoices in the mercy of Our Lord, who suffered such a cruel death for our salvation. Mercy moved Christ to condemn most vigorously those who harm innocent life. Abortion is the defining moral issue of our age, as slavery was in the nineteenth century. In our country, the lives destroyed by abortion each day outnumber all combat deaths in war over the last ten years. 

			Although the bishops corrected the Speaker of the House of Representatives in her misrepresentation of the Church’s teaching on life in the womb, she has persisted in her inaccuracies. On network television on September 7, one of the vice-presidential candidates repeated the same misinformation, even though he has been prevented by his bishop from speaking on church property because of his misstatements. For the record, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops has published the facts:

			1.	From earliest times, Christians distanced themselves from pagan cultures by rejecting abortion and infanticide, as is evident in the New Testament, the “Didache” and “Epistle of Barnabas” and regional Church councils. The prophet Jeremiah (1:15) declared of God: “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you.” And the last and greatest of the prophets, John the Baptist, greeted Our Lord while still in his mother’s womb.

			2.	While the time of “ensoulment” in the womb was discussed by theologians such as Augustine, often referring to the writing of Aristotle and pre-Christian philosophers who had no knowledge of the existence of the human ovum, all of these theologians affirmed the Church’s common conviction that life itself begins at conception and that abortion is gravely wrong at every stage.

			3.	Penalties for abortion often varied according to the stage of gestation, but abortion has always been seen as a grave moral evil from the moment of conception.

			4.	Modern genetics has demonstrated that the union of sperm and egg at conception produces a new living being that is distinct from both mother and father. From the mid-nineteenth century, all obsolete distinctions between the “ensouled” and “unensouled” fetus were permanently removed from canon law. 

			Politicians who relegate the facts of life to the category of religious views rather than natural law ignore physical science; and they violate the traditional separation of church and state when they twist Christian moral teaching in the civic forum. The Church is patient with ignorance, but not with willful ignorance. Civil and religious leaders are equally accountable to the injunction of the prophet Ezekiel (33:8):

			If I tell the wicked, “O wicked one, you shall surely die,” and you do not speak out to dissuade the wicked from his way, the wicked shall die for his guilt, but I will hold you responsible for his death.

			September 14, 2008
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			“Why Are You Silent?”
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			I do not like most jargon, as it diminishes the creative power of the noble English language rightly used. For instance, I do not like to be told by bureaucratic sorts to “prioritize.” (Apparently, the first recorded instance of its use was in the 1972 presidential campaign.) As with all things, Christ the Living Word put it better when He said, “But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (Matt. 6:33). God and His promise of eternal life should have priority over every other desire or concern.

			Recently, many television viewers complained about a news bulletin covering the beheading of the journalist and devout Catholic James Foley. Their objection was not to the horror of the news but that it had interrupted the broadcast of a soap opera. We are learning quickly that people with that defective kind of priority will soon find out the hard way that life is not a soap opera. We are now engaged in a war, whether or not some politicians hesitate to call it that, and it must have priority over all other interests. The war is being fought by enemies of God, deluded by the conceit that they are fighting for God.

			This is so hard for an indulged and selfish culture to accept, inasmuch as it means acknowledging that good and evil exist, though many would prefer to ignore the latter. Christians are being martyred in the Middle East, and public officials still find it hard to mention that those who are being crucified, beheaded, and driven from their homes are suffering because they are Christians.

			The auxiliary bishop of Baghdad, Shlemon Warduni, said on Vatican radio: “We have to ask the world: Why are you silent? Why do not you speak out? Do human rights exist, or not? And if they exist, where are they? There are many, many cases that should arouse the conscience of the whole world: Where is Europe? Where is America?” The genocide of Christians, who have been in Iraq since shortly after the Resurrection, does not seem to have priority in the attention of many in our country.

			As this suffering continues, many in the United States are willing to tolerate heresy and moral decadence in a vain attempt to “get along” with others. While Christians must “love the sinner and hate the sin,” there are an increasing number of people who are intimidated into enabling the sinner to advertise his sin. In 1992, Cardinal O’Connor said that compromising Catholic truth for the sake of political correctness was “not worth one comma in the Apostles’ Creed.”138

			The holy martyrs in the Middle East honor the Church and atone for our degeneracy. Their bishops are willing to struggle and die with them. They must be amazed that bishops and people in other places have their priorities so wrong. 

			September 14, 2014

			
				
					138	Quoted in Francis X. Clines, “Irish March Up the Avenue, Gay Protesters at Bay,” New York Times, March 18, 1993, http://www.nytimes.com/.
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			“Without the Lord’s Day, We Cannot Live!”
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			While Advent begins the liturgical year, and January 1 starts the new civil year, September is the beginning of what constitutes most of the daily order of life, from schools to courts. There really is no slow season in the parish: while many quit the neighborhood for other parts, many tourists take their place. As the regular parish calendar resumes, with our educational programs now stretching the physical resources of the church building (some reconfiguring of space in the undercroft and installation of new computers are helping our expanded enrollment), we are especially thankful for the many ways in which our people are volunteering in various capacities. As both a measure of our spiritual life and a promise for the future, our baptisms are well more than twice their number just five years ago. While August is a relatively slow-paced month for weddings, eleven couples will wed in this month of September, and all of them will have had sound instruction. 

			Our special prayers go up for the three young men who have so faithfully served at our altar and now are by God’s grace preparing for the sacred priesthood. Vincent Druding is well advanced in the seminary course. Peter Heasley has begun studies in the Neumann Residence of the seminary. James Platania has begun his studies at Mount St. Mary’s Seminary in Maryland for the Diocese of Paterson, where his family lives. It may be rare or unprecedented for a parish to have helped nurture three seminarians at the same time, and I know that among our parish’s obligations there will be a particular regard for helping them in every way. New times teach new duties, and these challenging times call for special vigor in Christ’s priest. In The Imitation of Christ Thomas à Kempis writes: “A priest clad in his sacred vestments is Christ’s vicegerent, to pray to God for himself, and for all the people, in a suppliant and humble manner.”

			During his recent apostolic visit to Austria, Pope Benedict XVI preached something that is a most important reminder for all people in every parish at the start of a new season:

			“Sine dominico non possumus!” Without the gift of the Lord, without the Lord’s day, we cannot live: That was the answer given in the year 304 by Christians from Abitene in present-day Tunisia, when they were caught celebrating the forbidden Sunday Eucharist and brought before the judge. They were asked why they were celebrating the Christian Sunday Eucharist, even though they knew it was a capital offense. . . . For these Christians, the Sunday Eucharist was not a commandment, but an inner necessity. Without Him who sustains our lives with His love, life itself is empty. To do without or to betray this focus would deprive life of its very foundation, would take away its inner dignity and beauty.139

			September 16, 2007

			
				
					139	Benedict XVI, homily at St. Stephen’s Cathedral, Vienna, September 9, 2007.
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			The Opening
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			Our parish is blessed with many musicians, some of whom you may recognize from the concert halls and opera, and others who visit when they are in the city. I am two handshakes from Puccini, because his granddaughter introduced herself to me after Mass one day. That greatest violinist Fritz Kreisler (1875–1962) grew up in Vienna in a musical home that Brahms occasionally visited, and he studied under Bruckner and Massenet as a child prodigy. His father was physician to Sigmund Freud, who couldn’t understand why the boy wanted to be a musician. That little boy shook all those hands. Bishop Fulton Sheen, who often assisted and preached here, received Kreisler and his wife, Harriet, into the Church. Shortly before he died, Kreisler lost his sight and hearing in an automobile accident. Bishop Sheen said that in his dying days Kreisler “radiated a gentleness and refinement not unlike his music.”140 

			There is a story that Kreisler saved his money as a young man to buy a fine violin, only to find that it had already been sold to a wealthy collector of musical instruments, who kept it in a locked cabinet. The man refused to sell it, although he could not play it himself, but he let Kreisler play it to see how it sounded. The collector was so moved that the instrument could “sing” that he let Kreisler have it. By the end of Kreisler’s life, in addition to his beloved Vuillaume violin, which was his constant “second fiddle,” he owned several Stradivari, Guarneri, and Bergonzi violins, almost all named for him. The tale of the collector is sometimes told of others, but the point has universal application as a parable of ourselves. We exist, but we come fully alive only through God’s grace, and when Christ enters the soul, it is like being taken out of a locked cabinet and being able to sing. This is the portent of St. Irenaeus of Lyons’ assertion: “The glory of God is man fully alive.” And, by the way, on a more exalted plane than my two handshakes from Puccini, Irenaeus was two handshakes from the Apostle John, who saw the Risen Lord.

			That Lord once told a deaf man, “Ephphatha” (Mark 7:34). Pope Benedict XVI has said: 

			This little word, Ephphatha — “Be opened” — sums up Christ’s entire mission. He became man so that man, made inwardly deaf and dumb by sin, would become able to hear the voice of God, the voice of love speaking to his heart, and learn to speak in the language of love, to communicate with God and with others. For this reason, the word and the gesture of Ephphatha are included in the Rite of Baptism, as one of the signs that explain its meaning: the priest touching the mouth and ears of the newly baptized says: “Ephphatha,” praying that they may soon hear the Word of God and profess the Faith.

			September 16, 2012

			
				
					140	Treasure in Clay: The Autobiography of Fulton J. Sheen (New York: Image, 1980), 270.
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			Calling for Faith
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			On Friday, September 8, it being the occasion of my twenty-fifth anniversary, I wore the cassock in which I was ordained. I have recounted to some of you how I was being fitted for it in the tailor shop of Signore Gammarelli when Pope John Paul II was shot, the sound of the gun echoing in the square. Since then, that cassock has seen many events. It is a symbol of the dramatic events that have taken place in the years I have so far been privileged to serve as a priest. It is not possible adequately to express my gratitude for the remarkable celebration of my anniversary on the feast of the Nativity of the Blessed Mother. I have never seen such a wonderful gathering of people in our church or heard such joyful singing. The reception afterward stretched the capacity of our undercroft beyond legal limits, but no one complained. It is humbling to be able to thank all those who worked so hard to offer such a transporting act of worship and conviviality. It was a magnificent way to begin our return from the summer months. I extend my deepest thanks for all the kindnesses and generous expressions from people in the parish, our beloved city, and so many countries, all witnessing to the breadth of our holy Church. 

			This Sunday, September 17, precisely at noon, marks the fifth anniversary of the canonical start of my office as pastor of this parish. Like the twenty-five years of my priesthood, these five years in the parish have seen momentous events. I took up my responsibilities when the air was acrid from the attack on the World Trade Center. For many of our new parishioners and visitors it is hard to imagine the challenges we faced then. While much more needs to be done, I am deeply grateful to the loving power of the Holy Spirit, who has given strength to preserve what was worthy, mend what was broken, guide the wandering, encourage the perplexed, reprove the obdurate, and raise up new life. In all this there was the heroic witness of John Paul II and Benedict XVI to lead us. Many things I urged upon my arrival as pastor as necessary elements of authentic renewal and Catholic witness are being realized on a global scale by our Pope, whose writings influenced me greatly many years ago. I pray that God’s grace will help me to become a better pastor day by day, and always to be faithful to the promise I made at my installation five years ago: 

			With firm faith I also believe everything contained in God’s Word, written or handed down in tradition and proposed by the Church, whether by way of solemn judgment or through the ordinary and universal magisterium, as divinely revealed and calling for faith.141 

			September 17, 2006

			
				
					141	Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, Profession of Faith.
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			A God Who Scandalizes
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			A certain kind of journalism thrives on scandals, but they are not what a theologian or any kind of deep thinker means by a scandal. A skandalon is a stick in a trap that ensnares an animal that touches it. Intellectually, it is a mental trap on the path to truth. St. Paul said that the concept of God becoming human in Christ was a kind of joke for the Greek philosophers, who enjoyed playing with words — but for the Jews, to whom God had first revealed Himself as singular and lofty, it was scandalous to the ultimate degree. The philosophers in Athens smirked, but the rabbis in Jerusalem beat their breasts in anguish.

			The scandal of particularity, which has challenged theologians, is the fact that the immeasurable Creator of the Universe is concerned with the minutest details of His creation, to the extent that He both dwells in Eternity and also is born as a man in His own created time and space. But a related scandal is this: each human being is of huge value to God, so much so that He dies to unite each one of us to Him.

			Some serious theologians without the gift of faith might react to this with a shudder, like the ancient rabbis. Others who do not believe in God at all simply dismiss the idea with a flick of the hand. For them, the only value of a man is what he can produce for the benefit of others, be it scientific or artistic, or just cleaning windows and digging coal. In that calculus, an individual is worth a fraction of a crowd and counts only as part of a mob. If an unborn baby is inconvenient to his mother, he may be aborted, and if an elderly lady finds it hard to climb stairs or remember who she is, she may be euthanized.

			Unclear thinkers of our day who call themselves “spiritual but not religions” want a God who is an amorphous vapor, making no demands of them and merely justifying their animal passions and providing background music when they look at a sunset. That sorry misuse of the imagination will never understand why Jesus looks for the lost sheep and embraces the prodigal son who has tired of living like a pig.

			How many people Josef Stalin killed is debated. Solzhenitsyn figured it was about sixty million, but a generally accepted figure according to one calculation is “only twenty million.” Jesus never spoke of “only one lost sheep.” Neither would he agree with Stalin that “one death is a tragedy; one thousand is a statistic.” In our culture, the proposition that each human life is of infinite value scandalizes, but it also is the substance of our faith in the Word made flesh. “You were bought at a price” (1 Cor. 6:20).

			September 18, 2016
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			Grace Confronts Evil
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			Last Sunday I joined various city officials in dedicating the block of East Fortieth Street in front of Engine Company 21 to Captain William Burke, who gave his life on September 11, 2001. The parish provided the chairs from our undercroft for the crowd that gathered. The men of our firehouse did all the work in setting up the chairs, and expressed their gratitude. This is humbling, since all of us are honored by being able to show in such small ways our gratitude for the sacrifices of our firefighters, and to the wives and children left to mourn those fallen heroes. 

			The war against terrorism engages everyone in various ways. The shocking events of September 11 taught our nation that we are no longer able to enjoy isolation from the sufferings caused by malignant people driven by hate. The unspeakable torture and slaughter of hundreds of children recently in Russia was more evidence of the viciousness that marks the enemies of basic human dignity.142 

			For several generations, it has been the fashion to deny the reality of good and evil, and to reduce human behavior to a pragmatic, naturalist calculus of psychological adjustment or maladjustment. But once you shun God and stop believing in the existence of supernatural evil, holiness and villainy seem incomprehensible. Added to their political motives, this helps to explain why so many journalists shrink from identifying terrorists as terrorists. With remarkable consistency, our major news services have called those who massacred the Russian children in Beslan virtually everything except evil. Only slightly less remarkable than the term “activists” (Pakistan Times) are these euphemisms: “hostage-takers” (Los Angeles Times), “fighters” (Washington Post), “commandos” (Agence France-Presse), “radicals” (BBC), “separatists” (Christian Science Monitor), and “insurgents” (New York Times). 

			Jesus never hid behind euphemisms when He confronted evil. He not only told the truth; He is the Truth. The Christian must expose what the morally shy would conceal: the present horrors that fill the landscape with innocent victims are caused by the rejection of Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Economic and political complexities are precisely that: complications. But the radical cause of terror is not complicated. It is the denial of the Truth of God. Man did not invent evil, but man is accountable for not converting souls to the Truth — as the Living Truth Himself commanded us to do as He ascended to the right hand of His Father. 

			Our Lord wills that each of His children be born at a certain time in history. He has honored us by giving us life in this season of the human drama, and we must honor Him by bringing souls to conversion. The essential dynamic for this is the grace that daily converts our own hearts and minds. 

			September 19, 2004

			
				
					142	On September 1, 2004, Muslim terrorists from the Russian province of Chechnya attacked a Russian school in nearby Beslan in North Ossetia and took hostage about 1,000 people, mostly children. Over three days of largely futile negotiations, the terrorists murdered more than 300 of the hostages, including 186 children. Russian special forces finally blew down a wall of the gymnasium where the surviving hostages were being held and evacuated them — and then used tanks and flamethrowers to eliminate the remaining terrorists.
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			God Calls
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			Today, Pope Benedict XVI declares John Henry Newman “Blessed,” which means that it is “worthy of belief” that this singularly numinous figure of the nineteenth century is in Heaven and able to intercede on behalf of those who invoke him in prayer. Beatification is the third act in the fourfold process of canonization. The final declaration of sanctity, declaring that the saint enjoys the Beatific Vision, universalizes devotion to the saint. Like Blessed Teresa of Calcutta, Newman already has a wide circle of devotees.

			This beatification is of historic importance in a double way. First, Pope Benedict XVI is personally declaring the Formula of Beatification during his state visit to the United Kingdom. It is the first time that the Holy Father has himself performed a beatification, and he does so because of the influence Newman had on his life. Secondly, while a feast day customarily marks the dies natalis, or day of death and birth into Heaven, the Pope is choosing as Newman’s feast day October 9, the day on which he was received into the Catholic Church in 1845 by the Passionist priest Dominic Barberi, who also is a Blessed. Newman is presented to the Church as a convert who embraced the fullness of the Faith after a long struggle of mind and heart. He would write:

			For us Catholics, my brethren, while we clearly recognize how things are going with our countrymen, and while we would not accelerate the march of infidelity if we could help it, yet we are more desirous that you [Anglicans] should leave a false church for the true, than that a false church should hold its ground. For if we are blessed in converting any of you, we are effecting a direct, unequivocal, and substantial benefit, which outweighs all points of expedience — the salvation of your souls.143

			While we anticipate our dedication of a shrine to Newman on September 23, it is fitting that this exemplary priest should be honored today when we pray for those preparing for the priesthood and offer a special collection for St. Joseph’s Seminary. Our parish is graced with many vocations. Last year our parishioner Father Druding celebrated his first Mass here. We now have four more young men in seminary, and several are in the process of spiritual discernment. 

			Everyone has a vocation to holiness, according to one’s state in life. Like the prodigal son, whose life was changed when he decided to return to the house of his father, so are we summoned each day to a new conversion of intellect and will. This week we shall be singing several hymns written by Newman, and among them is a line he wrote during a severe fever on board a ship, which was also a moment of crisis in his life: “I do not ask to see the distant scene; one step enough for me.”144

			September 19, 2010

			
				
					143	John Henry Newman, Lectures on Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Submitting to the Catholic Church (1850), quoted in Edward T. Oakes, “Newman on Conversion,” First Things, February 13, 2008, https://www.firstthings.com/.
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			The Time We Are Given 
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			The return of activities after the summer lull reminds one of St. Augustine’s description of the Christian life as “ever ancient, ever new.” The unchanging truths of God are refreshed with every renewal of the calendar. The city has its own attractions in the summer, and visitors from quieter places sometimes are surprised when I call New York a ghost town in August. While I spent this summer in Manhattan, I was able to accept an invitation to London last week, where I marked my ordination anniversary in Westminster Cathedral at a High Mass for the organization Aid to the Church in Need, with His Beatitude Fouad Twal, Patriarch of Jerusalem. It was a reminder of the universal personality of the Catholic Church, encompassing time as well as geography. The Patriarch can trace his diocese back to the apostle James the Less.

			While ancient pious cartographers placed Jerusalem at the epicenter of the world, there are those today who put New York there, and there are even those who more specifically locate the center in Murray Hill. The fact is, our location is important, as the many special gatherings of diverse organizations, especially in this season, indicate. For instance, we have just hosted a special Mass for a national association for the blind, and for several days a group of Irish bishops on the board of Maynooth College have said Mass here. This Thursday Archbishop Dolan will say the Red Mass here for the Catholic judges and attorneys of the archdiocese, and at the same time the president of Guatemala will attend a reception in our undercroft. The next day we will host a Vigil for various bishops and knights and dames of the Order of the Holy Sepulchre, and there will be various baptisms and weddings as well. We are accountable for taking advantage of the time we are given on earth to promote the gospel.

			Cardinal Spellman had his critics when he erected our parish, for they thought the neighborhood did not need another church, and that its prospects were not promising. The vicissitudes of subsequent years and the practical difficulties in building and maintaining our church have not overwhelmed the wonderful fruition of the gifts of the Holy Spirit here. As Pope Benedict XVI has declared this the Year for Priests, so might we locally call this the Year for the Parish as we celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the solemn blessing of our church building. In recent years, with the mortgage debt paid, the church was solemnly dedicated and the bulk of our restoration work was completed. This year should be a time to rededicate ourselves to the great work entrusted to us. May our simple but fervent celebration of our first fifty years on October 8 inspire all of us to heights higher than the hill on which our church stands.

			September 20, 2009
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			Christians Persecuted in the Lands of the Bible
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			A parish is particularly privileged when the Pope comes not only to its city, but to the parish itself. Our church has one of the largest capacities in the archdiocese, and we will be hosting a special Holy Hour this Thursday for nearly a thousand young adults. Madison Square Garden will be the site of the Pontifical Mass on Friday, for reasons of sheer size and security. On a building on Eighth Avenue, two minutes from our church, is a fine mural that took 100 gallons of paint to show a welcoming figure of Pope Francis, 225 feet high and 93 feet across. This work was the contribution of the Diocese of Brooklyn and will remain in place as a reminder of his visit for six weeks after the Pope departs New York for the major part of his U.S. visit in Philadelphia.

			One urgent pastoral matter that Pope Francis has been addressing as the Chief Shepherd of his flock is the refugee crisis in Europe, but it also affects us. There are probably as many opinions on how to deal with this as there are people trying to form a cogent response, but especially prudent is the counsel of bishops in places such as Hungary and Slovakia who know from long experience the consequences of confusing naïveté with mercy. Ninety percent of the current refugees are Muslim, and the situation is complicated by the fact that ISIS boasts that there are many of their own people among them. The founder of Nasarean.org, Father Benedict Kiely, has noted: “Emotion, rather than a rational response to a real problem, seems to be the guiding light for the panicked reaction of so many world leaders.”145 To their shame, the very rich Islamic states in the Persian Gulf have not accepted a single refugee.

			A bipartisan resolution introduced in Congress calls the persecution of Christians in that sorry part of the world “genocide.” This past year, 120,000 Christians were driven from the Nineveh Plain in Iraq with no possessions. During more than four years of civil war, the ancient Christian community in Syria is being destroyed. Christians are not a significant part of the immigrant tide flooding Europe from the UN camps in Syria, Jordan, and Turkey because Islamic terrorists have driven them out of those camps for refusing to convert. A Hungarian bishop rightly insisted, and was criticized for it, that to most of the migrants, Christians are second-class citizens. Europe and our own administration in Washington are virtually ignoring their plight, refusing to acknowledge that their Christian faith is the essential fact in the calculus of their suffering. When Coptic Christians were slain in Egypt, our government avoided calling them anything other than “Egyptian citizens.”146 As Father Kiely has said, “Political correctness is not only a new form of totalitarianism, it is dangerous to national security.”147 

			September 20, 2015
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			Hints of Heaven, or Hell
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			Catholicism has long distinguished itself from Puritanism in its joyful embrace of feasts and recreation. But while Puritanism disdained forms of entertainment basically because they were entertaining, the Church has been cautious of the tendency of entertainment to degrade instead of edify. For a long time, pipe organs that worked by water pressure were banned from the Liturgy because such instruments supplied background music for the martyrdoms of Christians in the Colosseum and the Circus Maximus. 

			Politicians have long known how to exploit entertainment. The Lincoln-Douglas debates were highly amusing, with Douglas at five feet four inches matching himself against Lincoln at nearly six feet four inches. Whiskey flowed freely. Douglas orated in deep and sonorous voice in contrast to Lincoln’s curiously high tenor. Both were honorable men and took each other and the crowd seriously. Douglas, whose wife and sons were Catholic, resisted the bigotry of the Know Nothing Party and willed his estate for the foundation of the University of Chicago. In this instance entertainment was to good effect.

			The Roman satirist Juvenal (55–127) knew the dangers of weak-willed people being manipulated by demagogues through mindless public spectacles. He described the decay of republican Rome into the decadence of the later imperial era when the Caesars bought support by offering panem et circenses, lamenting that “the people that once bestowed commands, consulships, legions, and all else, now meddles no more and longs eagerly for just two things — bread and circuses.”148

			Ignoring the lesson that should have been learned from the Munich Olympics of 1936, staged to divert the world from the Nazi crimes, the media and business interests recently indulged the Beijing Olympics, expressing minor irritation at reminders that one and a half million people had been dispossessed to build the Olympic center, and that political prisoners were suffering while the crowds watched a spectacle that outdid the choreography of Speer. On the closing day of the games, while the medalists were being honored, the seventy-three-year-old bishop of Zhengding, Julius Jia Zhiguo, was arrested for leading underground Catholics in celebrating the feast of the Assumption. He will most likely not be paid millions of dollars to endorse products on television.

			Anyone who had not watched television for the last generation would find it hard to believe what passes for entertainment on the screen today: the coarse language, degrading acts, and numbing banality. Classical philosophers connected legitimate pleasure with virtue: id quod visum placet, or “that which pleases.” They did not mean that any amusement is good. The expression means what pleases a man indicates his character. A beautiful soul is drawn to beautiful things. What makes us smile should be a hint of Heaven. Gratification only on the animal level is a glimpse of the opposite. George Bernard Shaw said that Hell is a place where the only thing you have to do is amuse yourself.

			September 21, 2008
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			Apocalypse
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			It is my opinion as I write this on the evening of September 15 that the world will not end tonight.149 If you are able to read this on the following Sunday, you will know that I was right. If I am wrong, nothing made of matter really matters anymore. That is the whole point to thinking about the end of the world, or apocalypse — from the Greek ἀποκάλυψις (apocalypsis) or “uncovering.” Every material consideration, concern, obsession, and distraction will vanish when all creation is subsumed into the Creator, so that God will be “all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28). All will be “uncovered” or revealed.

			Our Lord warned that speculation about the end times is futile. He knew that there would be fanatics and demagogues stirring the crowds with claims that the end is just around the corner. We should not go “running after them” (Luke 17:23). False evangelists find that sort of thing good for business (though I suspect they invest some of their donations in long-term Treasury bonds). But Dr. Billy Graham, a far more estimable representative of the Evangelical school, says it is hard not to think that we may be approaching the end of the world when we see all the terrible portents these days. Pope Francis has not declared the end of the world, but he has said that it seems we are moving piece by piece toward World War III. Given technology, such a conflict could be hard to distinguish from the consummation of all that is, at least on this planet.

			Secular thinkers may mock apocalyptic theology, but they have indulged their own versions of it in dire predictions of economic disaster (recall the Y2K hysteria of 2000) and global warming/cooling/change (or whatever may be its current nom du jour). There may be substance to some of these speculations, but it is unscientific of scientists to treat a hypothesis as a conclusion. When they do, ecology becomes its own theology, and anyone who disagrees is a heretic. And if everything were to begin melting or freezing, one senses that anticipation of the End will be a cause not of reverence, but of anxiety. An atheist is less likely to cry, “Come, Lord Jesus!” than to moan, “Oh my God!!”

			Jesus says, “Be not anxious about tomorrow” (Matt. 6:34), because He is in control. Without him, we are out of control. As William Butler Yeats wrote in “The Second Coming”:

			Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

			When things seem to be spinning out of control, just look to Jesus on the Cross. There is the love that made the world and that will bring it back to Him. Stat crux dum volvitur orbis. “The Cross is steady while the world is turning.”

			September 21, 2014

			
				
					149	Texas televangelist John Hagee published a book in 2013 and subsequently created a series of online video specials suggesting that, given the upcoming occurrence of four lunar eclipses or “blood moons” beginning April 14, 2014, the world would end on September 15, 2015. The blood moons occurred on schedule, but as of this writing, the world has not yet ended. 
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			Prayers for Peace — Not Pacifism

			[image: ]

			The church was filled with people all day long on September 11, sometimes out into the street — lighting candles, going to confession, and attending one of the six Masses. Our local Engine Company 21 used some of our tables and chairs for their open house for mourners and friends. A helmet representing the late Captain Burke rested in state in front of the Paschal candle in silent witness to the toll taken at the World Trade Center. 

			In heroic acts of last year, we saw the great good of which the human race is capable, and a culture that had grown banal in its awareness of evil saw its horror directly. One of our parishioners tells of a macabre coincidence by which a neighbor in her apartment building lost a son in one of the airplanes and a daughter in the other, and of another neighbor who left a wife and small child. She also tells of the trauma still endured by a little girl who saw a couple plummeting hand in hand past the window of her school. 

			War must always be the last resort, but it can be a legitimate resort, and, indeed, the Doctors of the Church teach that it can be a sin not to fight to protect justice and innocence against enemies who intend destruction. Retribution is not revenge, and selfless vindication is different from selfish vindictiveness. 

			While we are obliged to forgive our enemies, forgiveness requires an act of contrition from the guilty. Glibly to forgive without requiring a conversion of heart is what a theologian and victim of the Nazis called “cheap grace.”150 It is sentimentality, and sentimentality is love without sacrifice. Christ Crucified hangs at the crossroads of history as the ultimate sign of that. We are baptized into Him whose parables in various ways offer mercy for the repentant sinner and eternal punishment for those who consort with evil. “If thy brother trespass against thee, rebuke him; and if he repent, forgive him. And if he trespass against thee seven times in a day, and seven times in a day turn again to thee, saying I repent: thou shalt forgive him” (Luke 17:3–4). Those who speak as though forgiveness were cheap and undemanding, and who find it comforting that the New Testament rarely mentions Hell, skirt the uncomfortable fact that in those rare instances the speaker is Christ.

			Our nation’s leaders have heavy responsibilities, as do the members of our armed forces and our allies who are prepared to risk their lives for us. They must be high in our prayers, even as we continue to pray that there may be peace among nations. 

			September 22, 2002

			
				
					150	See Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945), The Cost of Discipleship (1937). Bonhoeffer, a young pastor in a Protestant denomination called the Confessing Church, was a heroic preacher, organizer, and spy who worked tirelessly in the German resistance to Nazi rule. He was arrested in 1943 and executed on April 9, 1945 in Germany’s Flossenbürg concentration camp, two weeks before American infantry divisions arrived to liberate it.
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			The Times — Yet to Change

			[image: ]

			Last week, Pope Benedict XVI was in Lebanon, where the principal Catholic rite, the Maronite, traces its roots to St. Maroun, who in the fourth century was a friend of St. John Chrysostom. The Holy Father spoke to people who “know all too well the tragedy of conflict and . . . the cry of the widow and the orphan.” 

			Like Blessed Teresa of Calcutta, the Pope linked violence to contempt for the right to life: “The effectiveness of our commitment to peace depends on our understanding of human life.” The defense of life “leads us to reject not only war and terrorism, but every assault on innocent human life, on men and women as creatures willed by God. Wherever the truth of human nature is ignored or denied, it becomes impossible to respect that grammar which is the natural law inscribed in the human heart.”151 

			This contradicts those in our own country who plead for peace while violating the innocent unborn. Our current president has defended partial-birth abortion. In opposing the Born-Alive Infants Protection Act of 2002, he infelicitously put it, “fetus, or child — however way you want to describe it — is now outside the womb.”152 

			It is not surprising that the New York Times should be so opposed to the Catholic Church, whose teaching on the sanctity of life exposes the hypocrisy of that publication. If, according to the adage, “hypocrisy is the tribute which vice pays to virtue,” there is much vice promoted by the New York Times. But one is hard-pressed to detect the remnant virtue.

			Pope Benedict’s final Mass in Lebanon attracted 350,000 people, and yet the largest gathering of faithful in the long history of that ancient land was mentioned only on the bottom of page 8 of the New York Times with a tiny photograph. The same issue’s “Quotation of the Day” was from an “Egyptian religious scholar,” Ismail Mohamed: “We don’t think that depictions of the prophets are freedom of expression; we think it is an offense against our rights.” This is where hypocrisy burst into a veritable tap dance, for in March of this year, the Times ran a full-page advertisement mocking the Catholic Church and, a few days later, refused to run a similar one mocking Islam. 

			The “Grey Lady” is only a few shades removed from what Our Lord called “whitewashed tombs.” The mainstream media have defended vulgar and even pornographic anti-Christian films, stage plays, sculptures, and painting, referring to them as “art” entitled by free expression. Yet when it comes to Islam, there is a different standard. Perhaps it is because newspaper editors know that Pope Benedict XVI will not demand that they be decapitated.

			The Pope risked his life to go to the Middle East. At eighty-five, he still is on active duty. And so will be his successors, long after the last subscriber to the New York Times has cancelled his subscription. 

			September 23, 2012

			
				
					151	Benedict XVI, address at May 25th Hall of the Baabda Presidential Palace, September 15, 2012.

				

				
					152	John Jalsevac, “Unearthed Audio: Obama Calls Newborn Baby a ‘Fetus outside of the Womb,’ ” Lifesite News, August 24, 2012, https://www.lifesitenews.com/.
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			God Is Not Pleased by Blood

			[image: ]

			Many in the communications media, accustomed to sound bites, lack the ability to follow the reasoning of Pope Benedict XVI’s brilliant lecture at the University of Regensburg. Some journalists misrepresented him, inciting fanatics who burned churches and killed, and threaten worse to come. The New York Times, which defends films and art blaspheming Christ, demands that the Pope apologize to hysterical holdovers from the Bronze Age. Among the words excised from most reports of the lecture were those of the Byzantine emperor Manuel II Palaeologus: “God is not pleased by blood, and not acting reasonably is contrary to God’s nature. . . . Whoever would lead someone to faith needs the ability to speak well and to reason properly, without violence or threats.” 

			The Pope’s lecture includes lines taken verbatim from part II, chapter 2 of his book Truth and Tolerance, which we have been selling in our parish bookstall this past year, and which caused little comment until demagogues distorted it. 

			The Times of London, to its credit, commented in a September 17 editorial that the Pope wanted to show the contradiction between religion and holy war. “Violent conversion to any religious faith, or for that matter violent oppression of religious opponents, goes against God’s Nature.” One immediately thinks of journalists kidnapped and ordered to convert to Islam at the point of a gun. Reaction to the Pope’s lecture shows that a large number of Muslims are not interested in rational debate. The Holy Father was insulted, burned in effigy, and threatened. It was an unfortunate sequel to demonstrations after the publication of Danish cartoons critical of Mohammed, which led to the massacre of more than one hundred innocent people. 

			Our civilization is at stake. They are naïve who think that fanatics are not serious in their malice. Mr. Chamberlain thought Hitler might be reasoned with as a gentleman. After the Yalta Conference, President Roosevelt opined that under the surface Stalin might be “a Christian gentleman.” Countless millions died because of those miscalculations. 

			Last Sunday, the city authorities assigned police protection to our own parish because of feared violence from Islamic extremists demonstrating nearby. If God assigns particular people to be His witnesses in each age, we should feel honored that He had us conceived in this generation, to witness to His gospel with reason and charity. 

			The London Times said, “The clash of civilizations is not between Christianity and Islam. It is between those who favor open debate and those who think free speech is anathema. . . . The Vatican has said [the Pope] is very sorry his speech caused such offence to Muslims. That is fine but it should not go further than that. . . . As in the case of the Danish cartoons, Muslim zealots are trying to impose their restrictions of free expression on the West. Mindful as we should be of religious sensitivities, that cannot be allowed to happen.” 

			September 24, 2006
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			Terrorism and Using Our Brains

			[image: ]

			Egyptian embalmers assumed that the brain would not be needed in the afterlife, and so they threw it away. Since there will be no need for sun or moon in the Heavenly City, for “the Lamb is the lamp thereof “ (Rev. 21:23), the “glorified body” may enjoy immediate perception. But God expects us to use our brains in this temporal world. Jesus did not commend the dishonesty of the unjust steward (Luke 16:1–12), but He said we should use our minds as justly as the steward did unjustly. 

			The human brain is the most complex machine in the universe, with eighty-six billion neurons. The Johns Hopkins neurologist Barry Gordon refuted the myth that people on average use only 10 percent of the brain’s capacity. Although at rest the brain uses just a small fraction of its capacity, even then it is using around 20 percent of the body’s energy, while making up only about 3 percent of the body’s weight.

			The Catholic Faith is not a form of brainlessness. It needs reason to avoid superstition, just as reason needs faith to avoid rationalism. So Pope St. Pius X asserted in his Oath Against Modernism, “to be sworn to by all clergy, . . . religious superiors . . . and professors,” that “faith is not a blind sentiment of religion welling up from the depths of the subconscious under the impulse of the heart and the motion of a will trained to morality; but faith is a genuine assent of the intellect to truth received by hearing from an external source.” The first Bishop of Rome said that Christians must use their brains: “Always be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you” (1 Pet. 3:15).

			Étienne Gilson wrote: “We are told that it is faith which constructed the cathedrals of the Middle Ages. Without doubt, but faith would have constructed nothing at all if there had not also been architects; and if it is true that the façade of Notre Dame of Paris is a yearning of the soul toward God, that does not prevent its being also a geometrical work. It is necessary to know geometry in order to construct a façade which may be an act of love.”153

			Within a ten-minute walk of our church in these past few days, one man attacked an officer with a meat cleaver, and another man planted two explosives. The first man had shouted Islamic slogans outside a Brooklyn synagogue in July and was declared “not a terrorist threat.” The human brain can rationalize unreality if it replaces true faith in God with its own agenda. In 1899 William Hughes Mearns wrote about a ghost:

			Yesterday, upon the stair,
I met a man who wasn’t there.
He wasn’t there again today,
I wish, I wish he’d go away.

			Terrorists are not ghosts and will not go away even if reasonably intelligent people misuse their brains to pretend they are not there. 

			September 25, 2016

			
				
					153	Étienne Gilson, “Intelligence in the Service of Christ,” in Christianity and Philosophy (1936).
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			The World Is Dying to Hear It

			[image: ]

			In this month the Church prays for vocations. The past generation saw a drastic drop in vocations to the priesthood and religious life. Now there seems to be a resurgence, not in little measure encouraged by Pope Benedict’s example of classic theological and liturgical integrity.

			St. Joseph’s Seminary in Yonkers is welcoming a class larger than any in recent years, distinguished by the high quality of candidates. St. Paul’s Seminary in Minnesota has its largest enrollment since 1981. St. Cloud’s is the largest in more than forty years. In Maryland, Mount St. Mary’s Seminary has 163 seminarians. 

			Among religious communities, the Dominican Sisters of Mary, Mother of the Eucharist, a teaching order founded only in 1997 with four sisters, now has a community of 113. The Nashville Dominicans have admitted the largest number of postulants in 150 years. Among the orders for men, the Dominican Province of St. Joseph, which includes New York, this year accepted its largest novitiate class since 1966. Archbishop Augustine Di Noia, a member of that Province, has said: 

			Our tradition is constituted by a unique convergence of qualities: optimism about the rationality and fundamental goodness of the natural order; an abiding certitude that divine grace and mercy are sheer gifts, unmerited and otherwise unattainable; a healthy realism about the peril of the human condition apart from this grace and mercy; a determination to maintain a God’s-eye view of everything that exists and everything that happens; an appreciation of the inner intelligibility of everything that God has revealed about himself and us; a wholly admirable resistance to all purely moralistic accounts of the Catholic faith; . . . a zealous willingness to preach and teach about all this, in season and out, because we are convinced that the world is dying to hear it and dying from not hearing it.154

			Everyone has a vocation by virtue of Baptism, be it in the lay state, clerical, consecrated religious, married or single, young or old. The newly beatified John Henry Newman prayed:

			God has created me to do Him some definite service; He has committed some work to me which He has not committed to another. I have my mission — I never may know it in this life, but I shall be told it in the next. Somehow I am necessary for His purposes, as necessary in my place as an Archangel in his — if, indeed, I fail, He can raise another, as He could make the stones children of Abraham. Yet I have a part in this great work; I am a link in a chain, a bond of connection between persons. He has not created me for naught. I shall do good, I shall do His work; I shall be an angel of peace, a preacher of truth in my own place, while not intending it, if I do but keep His commandments and serve Him in my calling.

			September 26, 2010

			
				
					154	Quoted in “Why Are Young People Being Attracted to the Dominican Order in Such Numbers?” website of the Cambridge Lay Dominicans, October 12, 2013, http://laydominicanscambridge.blogspot.com/.
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			A Sign of the Renovation of Our Souls

			[image: ]

			The Solemn Blessing of our parish church by Cardinal Spellman took place exactly fifty years ago on September 27. By happy circumstance, that date this year is a Sunday. The church could not be consecrated to the Lord at that time, since construction debts still obtained. In recent times the mortgage was paid, and Cardinal Egan was able to dedicate it officially to Our Savior as a gift of the faithful. So now we are entrusted with the care of this beautiful building, remembering that the structure is only stones, but the mystical Church is made up of the faithful who gather here to pray in union with the saints and angels who attend every Mass. 

			The visible witness of the church building is, nonetheless, a sign of Christ’s presence here in the middle of Manhattan. “The stones of the wall will cry out, and the beams of the woodwork will echo it” (Hab. 2:11). Those words were brought to the highest pitch when Our Savior entered Jerusalem to die for us (Luke 19:40).

			Christ loved the Temple in Jerusalem and regularly returned to His Father’s House. He drove out those who were defiling it and predicted that it would be destroyed and rebuilt. The latter promise, of course, referred to Himself, for the earthly structure is a symbol of Christ’s own body. Faithful Christians must constantly purify God’s House spiritually through honest prayer and true worship, just as they have to keep it in repair physically. Recent years, as so often in history, have seen abuses of true religion. Those challenges have elicited the noble words of modern popes calling for a renewal and strengthening of the faith once delivered to the saints. “Zeal for my Father’s house has consumed me” (John 2:17).

			The ongoing work of preserving and adding to the art in our church, for which we thank so many of our talented parishioners who are giving of their time so generously, is an outward sign of the constant renovation of our souls by the Holy Spirit, who makes all things new (Rev. 21:5). Our God does not make all new things, which would be mere novelty, but He renews the life first endowed to us, in preparation for eternal life. This is why the church is a holy house and not a museum.

			While the ongoing celebration of our fiftieth anniversary will include Solemn Vespers and Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament on Thursday, October 8, we will make a special act of thanksgiving this Sunday, recalling the words of the seventh-century hymn “Angularis fundamentum”:

			To this temple, where we call thee,
Come O Lord of Hosts today;
With thy wonted loving kindness,
Hear thy servants as they pray.
And thy fullest benediction,
Shed within its walls alway.

			September 27, 2009
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			The Front Lines

			[image: ]

			Our Holy Father offered Holy Mass this past Friday practically next door in Madison Square Garden. Next Thursday, October 1, one of our parishioners, John Wilson, will be ordained to the diaconate in St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome along with forty others. He will be the only New Yorker among them, and, while I shall not be there, Cardinal Dolan will be the ordaining prelate. We look forward, God willing, to John’s priestly ordination next May and his first Mass here at St. Michael’s. I have been blessed to assist a long line of candidates for Holy Orders and am grateful that the abundance of priestly vocations is now evident here at St. Michael’s, which has had a venerable history of producing young priests — for many years in abeyance, but flourishing again. Also, this week we celebrate our patronal feast with a Triduum beginning Sunday evening and culminating on the Tuesday feast, assisted by a large number of Haitians who customarily fill our large church in veneration of the patron of their native land.

			All this is taking place in what has long been called Hell’s Kitchen. It is riveting to think that the successor of Peter has been in Hell’s Kitchen, and that young men here are now taking up the call to spiritual combat in this time of severe cultural confusion and threats to the Holy Church in many manifestations, civil and moral. 

			Perhaps it was a singular inspiration in 1857 that chose St. Michael the Archangel as our patron. Who better to cast out evil? Against all those who mock and disparage the Faith of the saints, he wields a mighty sword — much like the one convincingly depicted on our statue of him in the church, and also in the painting over the chimneypiece of the rectory dining room. 

			Quis ut Deus? That is the Latin for Michael, which in Hebrew means “Who is like God?” The answer is no one or no thing: no civil executive, or judge, or congressman is like God. And no one can change the truth of God, try as they sometimes might.

			Now that Hell’s Kitchen is becoming the most valuable real-estate development in our nation’s history, it risks falling prey to the temptations of affluence, which could be worse than the old afflictions of crime and vice born of poverty. I am glad there has been strong resistance among merchants and residents to “gentrifying” Hell’s Kitchen by renaming it Clinton. Even if the eponym were the noble Governor DeWitt Clinton, whose picture used to be on the $1,000 bill, since replaced by Salmon P. Chase (not that I have ever seen one in our Sunday collection), it is better that we enjoy the old name, since in spiritual combat it means that we are on the front line, like Octavian’s Actium or Wellington’s Waterloo. 

			September 27, 2015
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			Bodies and Bullet Holes
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			To bury the dead is one of the seven corporal works of mercy. The human body is to be treated with respect from conception through death. In the general resurrection of the dead, the body will be glorified in a mysterious way in union with the soul. The Church regulates the treatment of the dead (CCC 2000). Burial of the body is normative, but cremation is permitted, provided that it does not signal disbelief in the resurrection of the body. In a large city, with cemeteries often far removed, it is still desirable that the body of the deceased be brought to the church for the funeral Mass before burial or cremation. Only by exception is a body to be cremated before the funeral and the ashes brought to the Mass. I am occasionally surprised when people are uninformed about these things and make funeral arrangements before consulting a priest.

			A Manichean concept of the body virtually worships it as an idol in life and then treats it as irrelevant after it has lost its earthly usefulness. Contempt for God leads to contempt for the human body. At the South Street Seaport, there currently is a display of 22 whole bodies and more than 260 additional organs and partial body specimens. “Bodies — The Exhibition” is a version of “Body Worlds,” which in recent years has exploited prurience in the name of scientific edification. The corpses are skinned, and the blood replaced with silicon polymers. These plasticized bodies are shown in various poses, sometimes whimsically. Dr. Thomas Hibbs, professor of ethics and culture at Baylor University, has called it pornographic.

			The founder of “Body Worlds” is Gunther von Hagens, who invented the “Plastination” method at the University of Heidelberg. He is not culpable for his father having served in the Nazi SS in a perverse age when lampshades were made of human skin. That horrified people then. A generation later, more than twenty million people around the world have paid to view “plastinated corpses” for the thrill of it. In 1996, von Hagens moved to China, where bodies were more easily obtainable, some of them rumored to be the bodies of homeless or mentally ill people or executed prisoners. In 2004, bullet holes were found in two of the exhibited “sculptures.” The anonymous bodies on display in Manhattan were taken from the Dalian Medical University in northern China. The New York State legislature this summer passed a bill requiring a declaration of the cause of death of the exhibited remains. Is it possible that if you visited this exhibition, you were looking at a Christian martyr?

			“Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body” (1 Cor. 6:19–20).

			September 28, 2008
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			Never Lose Heart
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			In the liturgical readings these days, as in much of the past summer, our Lord teaches through parables. Since there are twenty-four of them, it would be possible to spend almost half of all the Sundays of the year preaching on the parables alone. Unlike stories told by mortal men using plots and images to reach up to lofty heights, Our Lord uses parables to reach down from the heights of Heaven itself. After all, He came down from and knows all about it, because that is His home, and in this world He had no permanent dwelling place. Our stories about Heaven are speculation; His are information.

			As Christ knows the heights, in a system of contradictions He likewise knows the depths. He knows the ways of Satan better than we do, just as Satan knows the ways of God better than we know them, and Jesus tells parable after parable to encourage us, because He knows that the essential strategy of Satan is to discourage. Now, to discourage is to remove the heart. And Satan wants us to lose heart in order to make us share in his heartlessness.

			There are times in the human annals, and in every individual life, when men and their methods face discouragement. So it was in the fourteenth century when the Scots set out on crusade to rescue the Holy Sepulchre from the Moors. Robert the Bruce, declared the legitimate king of Scotland by Pope John XXII, had died in 1329 asking that his embalmed heart be carried with the army to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Sir James Douglas carried the heart with his troops on the journey to Jerusalem, in a silver and enameled box hung around his neck. In Granada, Douglas encouraged the troops by flinging the heart ahead of them and, according to one version, shouting: “Now pass thou onward as thou wert wont, and Douglas will follow thee or die.” The army was defeated by the Muslim foe, but the heart of King Robert was found on the battlefield, along with the body of Douglas, and taken back to Scotland and buried under the high altar of Melrose Abbey.

			The heart of Jesus is not embalmed and is never lost. He encourages His Church, in spite of the failings of her human members, both clergy and lay. In the parable of the Two Sons, one son promises to serve his father and does not, while the other refuses, but in the end does his father’s bidding. The point is that cynical professions of intent fail, but those who are honest, even to the extent of saying they will not serve God, can channel that honesty into obedience. So Our Lord encourages each of us: Do not be disheartened. Try your best, but be honest. 

			September 28, 2014
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			Angels, Saints, and Our Meeting with God
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			That Children Learn the Truth

			[image: ]

			The beginning of the academic year of many schools in the English-speaking world is called Michaelmas Term. In the British Isles, the traditional feast of St. Michael the Archangel on September 29 marks the end of summer harvest and the beginning of autumn. The opening day of the term has changed little since Shakespeare’s time, with

			The whining school-boy with his satchel
And shining morning face, creeping like snail
Unwillingly to school.155 

			In 1825, Sir William Curtis (MP) coined the phrase “reading, writing, and arithmetic,” which harkens back to the classical Greek and Latin curricula of the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, and logic) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy). Pope Sylvester II, who died in 1003, had his own three Rs, having been bishop sequentially of Reims, Ravenna, and Rome. He was one of the most learned popes ever, as well as being the first French one. He invented the pendulum clock and the hydraulic organ, wrote on mathematics, natural science, music, theology and philosophy, and introduced to Europe the decimal system of Arabic numerals. Superstitious folk of the time (including those who resented his restrictions against simony and clerical marriage) read into his three Rs some sign that he had sold his soul to the Devil to get his phenomenal IQ.

			The liberal arts, as the classical curriculum is known, are called that because they are meant to liberate man from ignorance and indecent slavery to falsehood. This is why tyrants and schemers hate classical learning. In Nazi Germany, Archbishop Josef Frings of Cologne lamented: “The clergy are no longer allowed to give instruction in the elementary schools, and religious instruction has been reduced to a minimum, if not cut altogether.” This was not a threat exclusive to Germany or occupied Belgium or Vichy France. In neutral Ireland the bishops opposed a “School Attendance Bill,” eventually ruled unconstitutional by the highest judiciary bench, the Cúirt Uachtaracha, which would have required parents to send children only to state-approved schools.

			Pope Pius XII called the Catholic schools in the United States our Church’s greatest treasure. The encroaching servile state compromises that. Already debilitated by attrition (in fifty years, school enrollment in the Archdiocese of New York has dropped by nearly 150,000), there is a danger that the state will structure the curriculum in ways that contradict the liberating philosophy of classical education, and do so without consulting pastors and parents. A government-sponsored “universal pre-kindergarten” program requires that Catholicism be taught only generically, and that religious objects in our classrooms be concealed. This disdains the fact that frees the mind from servility to the state: the three Rs need the great R of religion.

			Archbishop Frings later became a cardinal (and his theological adviser would become Pope Benedict XVI). He told the civil government, in words broadcast over the Vatican Radio: 

			It is the parents’ duty to see that the children learn the truth, the more so since everything is done on the other side to imbue our children with an un-Christian spirit and to prejudice them against the Church of Christ.

			October 5, 2014 

			
				
					155	As You Like It II:vii, 7–9.
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			Wonders Beyond Our Reason
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			The feast of the Archangels, Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael, on September 29, is quickly followed by the feast of the Guardian Angels on October 2. Here we get into a deep science: not the natural science that increasingly is opening up the wonders of the physical universe, but rather the higher science of perfect spirits and incalculable intelligences, whose lowest “choirs” are the angels and archangels. Unlike natural science, this knowledge comes not from observation but from revelation. We use reason to acknowledge that there are wonders beyond our ability to reason, and that includes angels, who have no need of reason because they are pure intellects.

			Angels are creatures, but they existed before the first man (Col. 1:15–16). They are subject to Christ (1 Pet. 3:21–22). They enjoy the constant presence of God (Luke 1:19). They are numerous beyond human calculation, and so they are described as thousands upon thousands, or myriads, since Hebrew has no word for “millions” (Heb. 12:22–23). They know God’s will but do not know all its details (Matt. 24:36). Angels are multilingual (1 Cor. 13:17) and patrol the earth (Zech. 1:10–11). Although Christ is divine, He can appear as an angel (Hos. 12:4–5). Angels can appear as winds and fire (Heb. 1:7) and they rejoice when we go to confession (Luke 15:7). Scripture never says that they have halos, and only seraphim and cherubim are described as having wings, so we would probably not recognize an angel if we saw one. They are astonishingly strong, so that one was able to slay 185,000 Assyrians. They want to comfort us (Matthew 28:1–7) and do not want us to give them the worship that is due to God alone (Col. 2:18–19). Jesus had power to invoke 72,000 of them (twelve legions) had He wanted to avoid crucifixion, but He did not (Matt. 26:52–53). At the end of the created universe they will accompany Jesus in the Final Judgment (Matt. 25:31).

			As angels have no bodies, they have no size, and so they care for everyone equally, regardless of size or age or worldly importance. Jesus said that the littlest human body has a guardian angel in heaven (Matt. 18:10). In each of us the guardian angels see their Lord and Our Lord. So Pope Francis said on September 20: “Every child that isn’t born, but is unjustly condemned to be aborted, has the face of Jesus Christ.”156

			St. Pius of Pietrelcina (Padre Pio) wrote to a young girl: “Never say you are alone in sustaining the battle against your enemies. Never say you have nobody to whom you can open up and confide. You would do this heavenly messenger a grave wrong.”

			September 29, 2013

			
				
					156	Pope Francis, address to participants in the meeting organized by the international federation of Catholic medical associations, September 20, 2013.
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			The Godless, Who Demand Worship
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			Without question, the Church in China will become the most dynamic force in the Christian world when it emerges from its current persecution. To begin with, the world will be astonished at its size, far surpassing reported numbers. While the Holy See is trying to work out some sort of accord with the Chinese government, which has attempted to impose a state-controlled substitute Church — something of a repetition of the schemes of the Tudor and Gallican schismatics — martyrdoms continue. Recently Bishop Han Dingxiang, an “underground” prelate loyal to the papacy, died in police custody after thirty-one years in prisons and labor camps. The Chinese government said, “We don’t know this person and don’t know anything about him.”

			Meanwhile, in the Orwellian state of North Korea, the army has issued a document in response to the spread of Christianity among the troops. Religion is “spreading like a cancer inside North Korea’s armed forces, whose mission is to defend Socialism. . . . It must be eradicated without delay since it comes from our enemies from around the world.”157 In echoes of the Roman emperors, the only worship permitted is the state cult of Kim Jong-Il and the late Kim Il-Sung. In three persecutions in the nineteenth century, at least eight thousand Koreans were martyred. Many of them were canonized in 2000, giving Korea claim to the most saints of any country. More than three hundred thousand have “disappeared” since the end of the Korean War in 1953, and no priest or nun from that period survives. Around one hundred thousand Christians are in labor camps, and accounts of executions are too horrific to describe.

			As this situation is inconvenient to the outlook of much of the Western media, it is reported gingerly, if at all. Human rights in religion can be an embarrassment, not least of all to those various professional atheist authors who claim that persecution is something done by people of faith and not to them. Brutal facts contradict the naïve argument that a godless culture would be a kind and gentle one. 

			To be a Christian anywhere in our world is to be a sign of contradiction. In our sanctuary are new icons of the Chinese martyr Augustine Zhao Rong, the Korean martyr Andrew Kim Taegon, and Charles Lwanga, the martyr of Africa where the growing Church is also a threatened Church. The news that Pope Benedict XVI may journey to our shores in April of next year “to confirm the brethren” as the successor of St. Peter and Vicar of Christ is a sign that he recognizes how the Church is tested in different ways, some subtler and less lurid than others, wherever she is faithful. This is to be remembered whenever a parish or diocese or nation is distracted by smaller concerns. To be faithful only in fair weather is to be entirely unfaithful.

			September 30, 2007

			
				
					157	Joseph Yun Li-sun, “Religion Spreading Among Soldiers, Secret Directive Issued to Eradicate It,” China Aid Association, September 13, 2007, http://www.chinaaid.org/.
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			Christ through the Airwaves

			[image: ]

			I   was reminded of the universality of the modern communications revolution the other day when an Australian film producer came to the rectory and showed me a laptop computer he had shown to Sister Lucia, the last surviving visionary of Fatima. It was the first computer she had ever seen, and she enjoyed touching a few of the keys. I touched those keys in the hope that my feeble computer skills might improve. 

			It does no good to lament the corruption of much of the media, for electronic means of communication are morally indifferent. Like music and atomic energy and any other material reality, they can serve Christ or the Antichrist, and we are accountable for what we do with them. We have seen recently the consequences of the media deliberately distorting what the Pope says. But never before have the Pope and other noble voices been able to reach so many people. It was a great privilege for me as a student in Rome to know the widow of the inventor of the radio. The Marchesa Marconi took delight in showing me pictures of her husband standing by proudly as Pope Pius XI became the first Pontiff to be heard around the world on Vatican Radio. Last Tuesday, Neil Armstrong passed through our parish, and I recalled the thrill of his voice from the moon in 1969. 

			Eighteen years ago, I began doing programs on the Eternal Word Television Network (EWTN), which has become the largest religious network in the world. During the course of the year, we have many visitors from various continents who have seen our church on the screen in their own countries. Ironically, that network that reaches the globe had a hard time getting access to our own metropolitan New York area. Finally it has, through the efforts of many volunteers, and at the 11:00 a.m. Mass next Sunday, October 8, I shall be able to welcome them as they attend and give thanks for the fruits of their hard work. In a few weeks, our own archdiocese will launch radio broadcasting on the Catholic Channel on SIRIUS Satellite Radio. 

			Leaders in communications often worship here inconspicuously. Last Monday, a WABC radio host read on air an item from our parish bulletin, which she had seen at Mass the day before. At that same Mass was a former head of National Public Radio. We must not underestimate the potential of the media for good. While some “movers and shakers” in the communications field may have an unworthy agenda, many are just misinformed, and others simply lack the mental equipment to interpret the great truths. As Pope John Paul II confronted Marxism, so our Pope is confronting terrorism and, pray God, he will have the same success. I am sure the first Apostles of Rome, Peter and Paul, would have loved the Internet. 

			October 1, 2006
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			Those Who Will Not See

			[image: ]

			The parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19–31) is the only one of the twenty-four parables that mentions a proper name. Our Lord anticipated the raising of his friend Lazarus, which was the efficient cause of Christ’s arrest. “If they will not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded if someone should rise from the dead.” More poignantly, Christ is poorer than Lazarus: “Though Our Lord Jesus Christ was rich, he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich” (2 Cor. 8:9).

			Dickens most likely was moved by this parable when he wrote his Christmas Carol, with the ghost of Jacob Marley returning to warn Scrooge about the course of his life. But in the parable, no ghost returns to warn the rich man’s brothers, because they would refuse to believe. Such is the obtuseness of the human will: in the face of facts, some people withdraw into a parallel universe, like the rich man insulated behind his safe gates. Emile Zola did that when he denied the miracle he had witnessed at Lourdes. The saints are likewise ignored by our media because they are a threat to the artificial lifestyle adopted by a synthetic culture slipping into the “netherworld.”

			In 1974, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn walked through Paris, bearing the scars of his years in the Gulag. He was a sign of contradiction against the intellectuals who were toying with Marxism without having to pay the price it exacted in the real world. One student at the Sorbonne said that in the few weeks Solzhenitsyn was with them, he exposed the superficiality of their existence. But many continued in their self-absorbed world of illusion.

			So it was when Pope Benedict went to the United Kingdom. The media described a looming disaster, and the vitriol against the Pope shocked any fair-minded person. Even sympathetic voices said the trip should be canceled, rather the way Peter tried to block the path of Jesus to Jerusalem. The singularly uninformed Roger Cohen of the New York Times speculated: “It remains to be seen whether a service Friday in Westminster Abbey, where the coronation of Henry VIII and Catherine was held, can ease tensions. I doubt it.”158 

			The tremendous success of the papal trip converted many, and puzzled others, but there remain those who will not be persuaded “if someone should rise from the dead.” Like a bad weather forecaster, they will blithely continue with no mention of their hollow predictions. Some said the Pope should be denied “the honor of a state visit.”159 In retrospect, it was the Pope who honored the land he visited, and we can adapt what Punch said when Blessed John Henry Newman was created a cardinal: “ ’Tis the good and great head that would honor the Hat. Not the Hat that would honor the head.”

			October 3, 2010 

			
				
					158	Roger Cohen, “A Pope in a Schismatic Isle,” New York Times, September 16, 2010, http://www.nytimes.com/.
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			St. Francis, Bold Crusader against Islam
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			On October 4, we give thanks for one of the best known and least known of all saints. Least known, that is, because Francis of Assisi was not a garden gnome or a doe-eyed hippie, skipping with animals and hugging trees. Garden gnomes do not bear the Stigmata of Christ’s wounds. A vegetarian? He berated a friar for wanting to abstain from meat on a feast day and threatened that on Christmas he would “smear the wall with meat.” An iconoclast? He was meticulous in the ceremonials of the Mass, insisting that every sacred vessel and vestment be the best, and his Rule dismissed any friar who parted from the Pope on the slightest article of faith. A pacifist? He joined the Fifth Crusade, which had been simmering ever since eleven thousand Muslims had invaded Rome and desecrated the tombs of Peter and Paul in 846. 

			Francis went to North Africa in 1219 to convert the Muslims and confronted Sultan al Malik al-Kamil, who had just slaughtered five thousand Christians at Damietta. Francis fearlessly told the Sultan: “It is just that Christians invade the land you inhabit, for you blaspheme the name of Christ and alienate everyone you can from His worship.” While counselors called for the beheading of Francis according to Muslim law, the sultan was so taken with the humility of Francis that he only had him beaten, chained, and imprisoned, and then he released him.

			We are engaged in similar challenges today. Of course, we are aware of the crisis in the Middle East, but the strife is worldwide. Consider Nigeria, whose Catholic population in the last century has soared to nearly twenty million. Last week, under Muslim pressure, the government stopped the Eternal Word Television Network from broadcasting. I have worked with this worldwide Catholic network for twenty-five years and have many Nigerian friends. Two days after the Nigerian bishops objected to this censorship, a Catholic church was destroyed by Muslims, who killed or wounded many worshippers. These events seem to have passed under the radar of our own government and mainstream media.

			May St. Francis be our model in how to deal with the threats of our day — not enfeebled by sentimentality and relativism, but armed with a Franciscan zeal for the conversion of souls. We may not have St. Francis’s charm, but we have in our hearts and churches the same God. By the way, the popular “Prayer of Saint Francis,” which begins, “Make me a channel of your peace,” was actually the work of an anonymous author who published it in France in ١٩١٢. Its vague theology and lack of mention of Christ express a semi-Pelagian heresy unworthy of the saint of Assisi. 

			Let the last words of the real saint of Assisi be our guide: “I have done what was mine to do; may Christ teach you what you are to do. Do not seek to follow in the footsteps of the men of old; seek what they sought.”

			September 30, 2012
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			To Understand Life Itself

			[image: ]

			In the eight years of my pastorate here, we have had 360 weddings, and many more are on schedule. This gives us an extended parish family, for couples go from here all over the world as well as enriching our local parish, and many of their parents and relatives make a point of visiting when they come to the city. A chief joy is baptizing the children born of these marriages as well as welcoming couples who come from distances to celebrate their anniversaries. 

			In filling out marriage forms, I have been surprised by the number of young people who, having graduated with distinction from many of our nation’s oldest and most famous universities, cannot write. This is literally so, to indulge the pun. In our computer age, cursive writing is taught less. I have a dear friend who at the age of 105 writes beautiful script, but I also have many friends in their early 20s who scribble their names with the equivalent of the X, which was the legal mark of former generations who had not the privilege of schooling. I admit that, at the same time, the average third-grader is likely to be more computer-savvy than I am. But I do think it a pity that the art of putting hand to paper is being lost, as it both preserves the letters, which are the record of culture, and gives time to think before engraving the thought.

			Pope Benedict XVI is certainly one of the most literate popes of history and thinks so clearly that he is easy to understand. This makes fuzzy thinkers a bit nervous. Last week, at Charles University in Prague, he graciously said some indicting things about how educators fail to think. He reminded the audience that their university had been established in 1347 by a pope, Clement VI, and that the Church has always insisted that objective truth rather than subjective opinion is the guarantor of academic freedom. Schools that stress technical knowledge over the cultivation of virtue isolate reason from truth. The attitude that “everything is relative” and that there are no constant moral norms for living, turns philosophy into ideology and threatens free thought. “Fidelity to man requires fidelity to the truth, which alone is the guarantee of freedom.”160

			I was struck by the way the Pope summarized the great vision of Cardinal Newman’s Idea of a University. Facts are not enough. Education must show how various articles of knowledge relate in an organic and unified understanding of life itself. 

			Schools should not be factories churning out useful information. Man without a soul seeks only what he thinks is “useful.” Man who understands that he is in the image of God seeks beauty, truth, and goodness. This is worth pondering as our own local schools begin a new year.

			October 4, 2009

			
				
					160	Pope Benedict XVI, Encyclical Caritas in Veritate, June 29, 2009, no. 9.
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			The Approval of man? Or God?
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			Some papal customs are rooted in the Roman imperium, which sought to destroy Christianity violently, only to be defeated by Christians pacifically. As the Caesars wore red slippers symbolic of the blood of their vanquished foes, so popes have been shod in the same red in token of the martyrs who shed their own blood for Christ. 

			At papal coronations, flax would be burned before the Pontiff by a master of ceremonies saying: Sancte Pater, sic transit gloria mundi (Holy Father, thus passes the glory of the world). This parallels the custom of having a slave sit beside a Roman general in his chariot as he rode in triumph through the Forum while thousands cheered, whispering: Respice post te, hominem te memento (Look behind, and remember that you are only a man).

			From the singular experience that only 266 men in history have shared, popes have known how ephemeral celebrity can be. In 1846, Pope Pius IX was hailed as the paladin of the new progressive age. Garibaldi wrote from Uruguay to offer military assistance, and Roman youths unhitched the pope’s horses so that they themselves might pull his carriage through the cheering crowds. By the end of his reign, Pius IX’s funeral had to be held under cover of night, and a mob tried to toss his coffin into the Tiber.

			When streets happily were lined with people cheering Pope Francis I last week, his paternal emotions may have been mixed with the thought that not all of those taking his picture would be in church on Sunday. Flattery is not fidelity, nor is enthusiasm the substance of faith. In 1914, when the papal tailor told Pope Benedict XV that he knew he would be elected, the somewhat ill-shapen Pope asked: “If you knew, why didn’t you make me a cassock that fits?” Popes know that celebrity is diaphanous and cheers last as long as the breeze. A Gallup poll claims that the public approval of Pope Francis dropped from 72 percent to 59 percent in the past year. 

			St. Paul had benign contempt for that way of measuring an apostle: “For am I now seeking the approval of man, or of God? Or am I trying to please man? If I were still trying to please man, I would not be a servant of Christ” (Gal.1:10).

			When St. Peter walked through Rome, he was not a celebrity like those Plutarch wrote about in his Parallel Lives, which was the equivalent of a glossy Hollywood magazine. But few today remember Camillus or Coriolanus or Sertorius. One caution about a Pope addressing a Parliament, a Congress, a Bundestag, or the United Nations is that it might give the impression that he is merely a statesman, and when pop stars surround him, the predilection might be to confuse him with them. This is why it is important to remember the blood of the martyrs and the burning flax. 

			October 4, 2015
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			The Defense of Life

			[image: ]

			This Tuesday we shall remember another October 7, in 1571, when the Battle of Lepanto was fought off the western coast of Greece, the largest naval operation until the Normandy invasion in 1944. The Holy League, put together by Pope St. Pius V, had 212 fighting ships to turn back the Muslim invasion of Europe by 278 war vessels of the Ottoman Turks. Our world, and our little corner of it in New York, would be unrecognizable today had the outcome of that five-hour battle been reversed. St. Pius made that day a feast of the Holy Rosary in thanksgiving for Our Lady’s intercessions, and added to her titles “Our Lady of Victories.” 

			We are now engaged in a clash of cultures even more widespread, and to reduce it to a mere political or economic paradigm would be to ignore its spiritual significance. Observers have remarked a parallel with the moral test the Church faced in World War II, when Blessed Clemens August Cardinal von Galen of Münster risked his life to preach against the eugenics policies sanctioned in his country. Today, bishops are also moved to speak out in defense of life when it is threatened in an unprecedented way. October 4–5 is Respect Life Weekend, and Bishop Joseph F. Martino of Scranton has written a pastoral letter recalling the Church’s duty to speak prophetically.161 

			Bishop Martino, whom I knew when we were students in Rome, is a fine historian who did the research for the canonization cause of St. Katherine Drexel. In his letter, he quotes his predecessor, Bishop Timlin: “The taking of innocent human life is so heinous, so horribly evil, and so absolutely opposite to the law of Almighty God that abortion must take precedence over every other issue. I repeat. It is the single most important issue confronting not only Catholics, but the entire electorate.” Bishop Martino reminds his people, “It is incumbent upon bishops to correct Catholics who are in error regarding these matters. Furthermore, public officials who are Catholic, and who persist in public support for abortion and other intrinsic evils should not partake in or be admitted to the sacrament of Holy Communion.”162 

			A writer for U.S. News and World Report has accused the bishop of Scranton of violating the First Amendment by denying Communion to anyone who publicly contradicts the Church. This turns inside out the amendment that forbids the government to interfere with the free practice of religion. Blessed Clemens von Galen well knew such stratagems of the media to intimidate the Church. Pope Benedict XVI, a successor of St. Pius V and also a fervent disciple of von Galen, has said: “God is so humble that he uses us to spread his Word.”163 Neither powerful armies nor minor journalists can stop that.

			October 5, 2008

			
				
					161	During the 2008 campaign, the Democratic Party nominees for president and vice president, Barack Hussein Obama and Joseph Biden, respectively, were notable for their long public records in favor of abortion and were endorsed by the political arm of Planned Parenthood. Biden, a Senator from Maryland, claimed to be a practicing Catholic, had been raised in Scranton, and was campaigning heavily in that diocese among working-class Catholics to help win Pennsylvania’s electoral votes for the Democrats. At the same time, Sen. Robert Casey Jr., Democrat of Pennsylvania, unlike his late father, Robert Casey, the pro-life governor of Pennsylvania, unfailingly voted in favor of abortion, yet campaigned in Scranton for himself and other Democrats as a Catholic. The mainstream news media and the left-wing Catholic press were scandalized that Bishop Martino was running his diocese as if faithfulness to his mandate to protect Catholic teaching mattered. In November 2008, the Democrats did win the state and the election. (They lost both in 2016.)

								Very few of Bishop Martino’s brother bishops have followed his example in enforcing church law against politicians who present themselves to receive Holy Communion after having publicly and unrepentantly promoted abortion. The following year, 2009, Bishop Martino, citing work-related insomnia and exhaustion, resigned his diocese at the early age of sixty-three.

				

				
					162	Bishop James C. Timlin, D.D., “The Ballot and the Right to Life,” Catholic Light, September 23, 2000.

				

				
					163	Benedict XVI, celebration of Vespers with priests, members of religious orders, seminarians, and deacons, Notre Dame Cathedral, Paris, September 12, 2008.

				

			

		

	
		
			The Holy Rosary
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			Armed with a Rosary
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			October is dedicated to the Holy Rosary and Our Lady of Victory because of the Battle of Lepanto. In 1565, 600 Knights of St. John, commanding an army of 8,000, were defending Malta, having been driven from Rhodes by the Ottoman Turks in 1522. The Muslim armies were conquering Arabia, Iraq, Syria, and North Africa and had defeated the Hungarians in 1526. Their plan was to eradicate Christian naval forces from the Mediterranean in order to invade all Europe. When Cyprus was attacked in 1570, Pope Pius V, a Dominican friar and saint, formed an alliance of the Papal States, Spain, Genoa, Venice, and the Knights of Malta. The Pope’s Holy League formed a fleet of 300 ships and 30,000 men — roughly the size of the Muslim forces. It was under the command of Don Juan of Austria, who was only in his twenties, and his assisting admirals were Alvaro de Bazan, Andrea Doria, Agostin Barbarigo, and Sebastian Veniero. 

			Don Juan, the half brother of the King of Spain, was an illegitimate son of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V by a popular singer of the day named Barbara Blomberg. He was a bold and highly skilled young commander. Using 50,000 rowers and calculating wind speed, Don Juan engaged the Turkish fleet, under the command of Ali Pasha, off the southern coast of Greece in the Gulf of Lepanto. The battle raged for five hours on October 7, 1571. The Holy League’s losses were 8,000 men killed. The Turks lost 25,000. Among the rescued were 12,000 Christians whom the Muslims had been using as galley slaves. It was the largest naval operation between that of Actium in 30 B.C. and the D-Day Invasion of 1944. 

			In Rome, far from Lepanto, and long before television and radio and telephones, St. Pius V was not certain of what day the battle would be fought, but was inspired on October 7 to assemble a group in the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore to pray the Rosary for victory. Then he shouted out that God had just given the Catholic army a great victory. He had a vision in which he saw the battle just as it had been fought. 

			Christians believe in “linear” history, which is a progress of time toward a goal, guided providentially by God for a purpose. Similar to the ancient Greeks, Muslims believe in “cyclical” history, in which time repeats itself in a succession of events, overseen but not guided by God, although there is moral accountability for what one does in time. In both views, dates are important; in the linear order as instructive, in the cyclical order as repetitive. While the Battle of Lepanto ruined the Turkish force of seventy-five thousand, the Ottomans rallied and besieged Vienna in 1683, and finally were defeated by a Christian alliance headed by the Polish king Jan III Sobieski on September 11. 

			Armed with no fleet, but with a Rosary, Pope Benedict XVI will be in Turkey November 28–30. For the good of souls, and for peace in the world, this is a time for prayer. 

			October 15, 2006
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			Peace versus Pacifism
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			In these critical days164 I often ask Our Lady of Victory in the intercessory prayers of the Mass to guide and protect our president, our armed forces, and our allies. I served for three years in the Church of Our Lady of Victory downtown, but I invoke her for more than nostalgic reasons. Mary was given a feast day under the title of Our Lady of Victory after Pope St. Pius V was convinced that her miraculous intercession had saved Christian Europe from the Ottoman Turks at the Battle of Lepanto on October 7, 1571. 

			Some may ask, “Shouldn’t we pray for peace instead of victory?” Peace is the desire of every prayer, bearing in mind that without victory in a just war there can be no peace. St. Augustine explained what makes a war just, and St. Thomas reminds us that it would be sinful not to fight for justice. 

			The Church, which is the world’s most cogent means of peace, rejects pacifism. The pacifist denies the justice of any war and the good of self-defense. In the encyclical Centesimus Annus, the Holy Father recalls how much suffering was caused by the political compromises of the Yalta Conference. Every strategy must try to avoid violence to innocent civilians, who are the most tragic victims of wars. Justice seeks only to vindicate the just and punish the guilty. Clumsy minds do not distinguish between retribution and revenge, between victory and vengeance. 

			The Christian knows that just wars are not exercises in vengeance. They are regrettable but necessary occasions to prove that “Greater love has no man than that he lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). 

			Instruction on Applause in Church165

			If the need arises, parishioners may politely explain to our non-Catholic friends, whom we warmly welcome, that Catholic custom is against applause in church. Since worship is not entertainment, it is inappropriate to applaud anyone involved in the liturgy, be they priests, or honored guests, or musicians. This is more than a question of good taste. It is a matter of theology. 

			Mass should be followed by silence conducive to private prayer. Bad habits have been seeping into many Catholic churches. The ordination liturgy permits a ritual acclamation. The one other traditional exception is for the Sovereign Pontiff, who is the Vicar of Christ. Until some happy day when a Pope visits our church, let us avoid applause and offer praise only to God. 

			October 7, 2001

			
				
					164	This column was written as the U.S. military was in the final preparations for an attack on Afghanistan — to remove the Taliban government harboring Osama bin Laden, the Saudi terrorist who plotted and financed the attack on the World Trade Center less than a month earlier on September 11. As it happened, the U.S. and British bombers began their strikes on Kabul a few hours after this column reached parishioners — on Sunday, October 7, 2001, which was 429 years to the day after the Battle of Lepanto.

				

				
					165	The statement on applause in church was one of Father Rutler’s first measures to reestablish Catholic protocol in the parish in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament — practices fallen into disuse in many places.

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Living Prayer
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			Feasts are reminders that we are invited to the eternal Feast in Heaven. As we have noted, October 7 is the feast of the Holy Rosary, instituted to celebrate the victory of Pope St. Pius V’s alliance of naval forces against the Islamic Ottomans. Even some English Protestants joined the effort in realization that everything Christianity had given us was at stake. The Pope attributed the victory of the sea battle at Lepanto to the prayers of the Rosary. Among the fruits of that victory must be counted respect for human life, universities, plastic and musical arts, the sacredness of marriage, the equality of women, and the use of reason. 

			These gifts of Christian culture are vanishing today by default of nominal Christians who have abandoned the Faith that shaped their culture. Our cultural struggle is wider and longer than Lepanto. Young men preparing for the priesthood now are enlisting in history’s greatest spiritual struggle. Happily, more men are now enrolled in seminaries in the United States than in nearly two decades: a 16 percent increase since 1995 and 10 percent more than in 2005. As priests, they will support the faithful laity as the faithful support them.

			Attacks on Christianity are drawn in blood in places such as Pakistan, Syria, and Nigeria. We may be blindsided if we think the dangers are any less in our own country. The enemy uses cynicism and social pressure rather than weapons of steel. 

			The prayers of Our Lady are our great defense. Pope Francis’s formal announcement in sonorous Latin that Popes John XXIII and John Paul II will be canonized next April affirms their desire that we enlist the Rosary in the crusade against Satan and all his evil works. In 1961 John XXIII signed the Apostolic Letter Il Religioso Convegno, along with his personal meditations on the mysteries of the Rosary, which he perpetually recited in between the duties of his daily schedule. In 2002, John Paul II signed the Apostolic Letter on the Rosary, Rosarium Virginis Mariae, as his “favorite prayer” and gave us the Luminous Mysteries to guide us in the darkness of these new days.

			Our Lord warned against the “vain repetition” of the Pharisees, who thought that the number of prayers apart from the devotion of the will could bend the ear of God. But vain repetition does not invalidate repetition altogether: the repetitious breathing of the lungs and beating of the heart give physical life; so too does the repeating of the words of Gabriel and of Elizabeth and of Our Lord’s own prayer open the gates of eternity. We often bury our beloved dead with rosaries. My own mother had in her hands a rosary that John Paul II had given her. But we who are alive must make the Rosary a living prayer, and by so praying we may live forever.

			October 6, 2013
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			Born Yesterday
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			Monsignor Ronald Knox, probably the most inspired preacher and apologist of the twentieth century, wrote an essay satirizing some skeptical biblical literary critics, in which he used their methods to “prove” that the real author of Tennyson’s “In Memoriam” was Queen Victoria.

			Many who doubt the plausibility of the Scriptures are gullible about hoaxes. I don’t just mean the rabbit with antelope horns called a “jackalope.” There was also the Cardiff Giant of 1869 promoted by P. T. Barnum, and John Payne Collier’s forgery of Shakespeare’s letters. Some pretended to be the Grand Duchess Anastasia, and far earlier was the hoax of a lady pontiff named Pope Joan. The New York Zoo hoax of 1874 convinced many that animals had escaped. In 1912 there was the Piltdown Man. Henry Ford promoted the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion.” There were the aliens landing in Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947, and the Balloon Boy hoax in 2009. The Da Vinci Code claimed an albino monk hid corpses nearby on Thirty-Fourth Street. I confess that I keep a warm spot in my heart for the Loch Ness Monster, which also intrigued Pope Pius XII — who discussed it with the above-mentioned Monsignor Ronald Knox. Unfortunately, Nessie’s primary witness was an English vicar, and such testimony is not potent in courts of law. 

			Hoaxes gain credibility when they use respected sources. In 1938, Orson Welles’s adaptation of H. G. Wells’ War of the Worlds convinced thousands because it was broadcast on radio. Monsignor Knox did something similar on the BBC. People today are inclined to believe hoaxes because they are mentioned witlessly in the mainstream media.

			Five years ago, the New York Times spent a lot of printer’s ink on a bogus ossuary claimed to be that of a “brother” of Christ. Recently, the same journal announced on its front page the discovery of a parchment claiming that there was a Mrs. Jesus. Shortly thereafter, the parchment was adjudged a forgery. If a correction ever appears, I suspect it will be in fine print, back near the Shipping News.

			Since journalists often invoke pretentious scholarship to question the authenticity of the Shroud of Turin and the Tilma of Guadalupe, the question begged is, “Why do these people suddenly become naïve and credulous toward improbable claims that contradict Christian inspiration?” The question answers itself. The New York Times would be delighted to find that Christ did not radically contradict the norms of His age by forsaking all else and calling others to do the same as a proclamation of the Mystical Union between Christ as Bridegroom and the Church as Bride.

			The media should take the counsel of St. Paul, who probably would be fired after his first day at work as an editor of the New York Times: “I say again what we have said before: If anyone preaches any gospel other than that which ye received, let him be anathema” (Gal. 1:9).

			October 7, 2012
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			The First Amendment Does Not Mandate an Atheist Government

			[image: ]

			On October 1, former U.S. Attorney General William Barr gave a stirring address to the First Friday meeting of the Guild of Catholic Lawyers in our undercroft. In vivid terms, he analyzed the cultural war that now engages us and the problems caused by the judiciary’s usurpation of the legislating function of government. As cultures are shaped by the reception or rejection of eternal truths, our present cultural war is a spiritual one. At stake are the basic facts of natural law, the right to life, the institutions of marriage and the family, and objective moral order as a reference for social liberties and constraints. 

			The most important issue in the forthcoming national elections is so volatile that it is largely unspoken: the appointment of justices to the Supreme Court. That will determine the fate of our spiritual combat. Whenever these subjects are raised, those who deny the objectivity of truth invoke the “wall of separation” between Church and state as a smokescreen for the diminution of moral perceptions. There is a palpable hypocrisy in those who cite this disestablishment principle to intimidate Catholics and Evangelicals — while themselves using the pulpits of sympathetic sects to advance their political campaigns. Social engineers who want to legalize abortion, assisted suicide, infanticide, and other moral offenses must criminalize God. 

			The dissenting opinion of Chief Justice William Rehnquist in Wallace v. Jaffree eloquently explains how prejudiced parties misuse the concepts of “separation of church and state” and the “wall of separation” between them. The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution prohibits the establishment of a state church and the favoring of one religion over another. It does not prohibit the free exercise of religion. Thomas Jefferson had nothing to do with that amendment, being in France at that time. But even Jefferson — a Deist, and atypical among our nation’s founders for his skepticism — in his second inaugural address as president acknowledged the states’ authority to promote religion. 

			On the day the First Amendment was passed, Washington invoked “prayer” and “Almighty God” in proclaiming a national day of thanksgiving. None of the Founding Fathers would have countenanced the recent abuse of the First Amendment to ban the Ten Commandments from civil discourse or to prohibit state-supported celebrations of Christmas and Easter. The national elections in November will test our religious integrity. Baptism disenfranchises no one. The baptismal renunciations of Satan and all his evil works and all his empty promises are the surest safeguard of our civic integrity. 

			October 10, 2004
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			Making Disciples
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			The opening of the Number 7 subway stop down the street is another reminder of the increasing importance of our part of Manhattan. Within the next couple of years, the section called Hudson Yards will have nearly 65,000 more residents. I am frequently asked of this area, “How many of them are Catholic?” Jesus did not send His disciples into Catholic neighborhoods, because there were none. He said, “Go into all the world and proclaim the gospel to all creation” (Mark 16:15). Certainly He envisioned Hudson Yards in that calculus. The proper question about the new people living and working here should be, “How many of them will be Catholic?” The answer in large part depends on you and me.

			Right now in the Hudson Yards area there are 12,416 households, of which 8,924 are not families. There are 11,243 households without children, and only 1,174 with children. The urban economy explains much of this. New York, next to Washington, DC, is the most expensive city in the nation for rearing children. (My mother always insisted that children are reared, and not raised like vegetables.) Our nation has failed in providing a reasonable economic culture friendly to families with children. The average household net worth in Hudson Yards is $1,048,000, which sounds like a lot, until you factor in the price of real estate and cost of living, not to mention taxes and school costs.

			The family is in crisis worldwide, for various reasons, and so it is being addressed by the synod taking place in Rome. “Crisis” is a Greek word that means a moment of testing, but it also means an opportunity. For the Christian, the opportunity is to remind a world that is confused about marriage and procreation — which often tries through civil legislation and judicial imperialism to burlesque nature and nature’s God — that Christ has sanctified marriage as a bond between a man and a woman as an indissoluble sign of His unfailing love; and that, through its fecundity in child-bearing, it is a sign of the fruitfulness of love. The bond of marriage is a heavy chain only in the mind of the cynic. For those who love the Lord, the bond is His embrace.

			In his homily at the opening of the synod on October 4, Pope Francis summoned the words of Pope Benedict XVI: 

			The Church is called to carry out her mission in truth, which is not changed by passing fads or popular opinions. The truth which protects individuals and humanity as a whole from the temptation of self-centeredness and from turning fruitful love into sterile selfishness, faithful union into temporary bonds. “Without truth, charity degenerates into sentimentality. Love becomes an empty shell, to be filled in an arbitrary way. In a culture without truth, this is the fatal risk facing love.”166

			October 11, 2015

			
				
					166	Benedict XVI, Encyclical Caritas in Veritate, June 29, 2009, no. 3.
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			Our World Parish and Its Holy Suffering
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			The Holy Eucharist unites each congregation with our fellow believers throughout the world, along with the faithful departed in Purgatory and the saints in Heaven. Thus, it is often said that the Catholic Church is too universal to be merely “international.” The concerns of local churches in other lands should move us from preoccupation with local matters. The word “parochial” is a good one, referring to the parish as the local family of the Church, but “parochialism” can mean an isolated mentality.

			The mainstream media have been poor in covering attacks on the Church — for instance, in Vietnam, where the government has been confiscating Church property and intimidating the faithful. The archbishop of Hanoi, Joseph Ngo Quang Kiet, is under virtual house arrest, and Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung has threatened “extreme actions” against Catholic protesters.

			The situation has been even more volatile in the last month in India, where small but potent groups of Hindu extremists concentrated in Kandhamal have burned down about 4,500 Christian houses, 100 churches, and 20 other church institutions, including convents and rectories. An estimated 50,000 Christians have fled into forests or live now in refugee camps or with relatives and friends in outlying areas. The situation is producing martyrs, such as Lalji Nayak in Orissa, who refused to renounce the Faith at the point of a knife and died of his injuries a few days later. So far, about 50 have been killed, including a nun who was violated and a father and son who were hacked to death. Institutions founded by Mother Teresa and run by her Missionaries of Charity were set on fire, and some of the lepers in their care were blinded by chemicals. The missionaries intend to return as soon as possible to care for patients with leprosy and tuberculosis.

			Coincident with this, the first female saint of India will be canonized by Pope Benedict XVI this Sunday, October 12. St. Alphonsa, daughter of Ouseph and Mariam Muttathupandathu, was born in Kottayam in Kerlala and died in 1946 at the age of thirty-six after many illnesses. India’s first saint was Gonsalo Garcia, canonized in 1862. Garcia, who was from Vasai, was born of an Indian mother and a Portuguese father in 1556 and was crucified in 1597 in Nagasaki, Japan. It is hoped that soon, Blessed Teresa of Calcutta will also be raised to the altars. Mother Teresa walked through the streets of our parish more than once, and frequently remarked that the difficulties in her own land were not as bad as the materialism and indifference that afflicts so much of our own society. When we pray for our fellow Christians, we are doing a most concrete and practical thing. And when we contribute money, we remember thankfully that part of it regularly goes to help others whose tragic conditions also occasion triumphs of holy religion.

			October 12, 2008
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			In Conversation with Our Mother
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			Having had father, uncles, and cousins in combat on the high seas for our country, I may have been a disappointment to the family line, being prone to seasickness when doing anything more adventurous than rowing in college. I was taken aboard a Liberty ship in World War II as an infant, but only long enough to be shown to my father and have my diaper changed. So I lay claim to having been on a ship in wartime, although my service was an inferior one.

			Naval historians still contend over which was the largest maritime engagement: Salamis in 480 B.C., Jutland in 1916, the Philippine Sea or Leyte Gulf in 1944, but Lepanto in October of 1571 ranks with them in historical importance. As it saved Christian civilization for a while, the Battle of Lepanto may have been the most decisive. Pope St. Pius V organized the battle, and his most critical weapon was the Holy Rosary, which is why the month of October is dedicated to this form of prayer — the most celestial, save the Eucharist itself.

			While pious belief attributes the invention of the Rosary to Saint Dominic in his struggle against the Albigensian heretics, who denied the true divine and human natures of Christ, it goes back earlier, to when those monastic lay brothers known as conversi, not being able to read, used it as a substitute for the regular recitation of all 150 psalms. Originally, the Rosary consisted of just the Our Father (which is why the lane in London where rosaries were made is still called Paternoster Row). During the twelfth century, the first half of the Hail Mary was added, and the second half was added somewhat later. Gradually, meditation on various mysteries was encouraged. St. John Paul II enriched the Rosary with the Luminous Mysteries. It is called a Rosary because it is a rosarium, or “rose garden,” and it offers God prayer made fragrant with the words of St. Elizabeth, the Archangel Gabriel, and Christ Himself.

			Our civilization now is threatened not only by the heretical forces that engaged the Christians at Lepanto, but also by the subtler forces of atheism, euphemistically called “secularism,” that have insinuated themselves into our civil institutions. 

			In 1985, a priest was deeply moved to see St. John Paul II praying the Rosary humbly on his knees. He said, “I became aware of the density of the words of the Mother of Guadalupe to St. Juan Diego: ‘Don’t be afraid, am I not perhaps your mother?’ ” From that moment the priest has never failed to recite all fifteen decades of the Rosary each day, even now that he is Pope Francis. 

			October 12, 2014
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			The Future of Religion in America
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			Roughly 50.2 percent of our nation’s population of 281.4 million have some religious affiliation. Catholics are the largest single group at 62 million, while the total of the numerous Protestant denominations is 66 million. In the last ten years, Catholics have experienced an increase of 16.2 percent. This rate is exceeded by only a few small sects. 

			While the 66 million Protestants have 222,000 congregations, the 62 million Catholics have just 22,000 congregations. Jews, numbering 6 million, have 3,727 congregations, while the 4 million Mormons have 12,000 congregations. Clearly, the Catholic parishes are far larger, and thus those who staff them have far greater responsibilities. 

			Catholics are the religious majority in 37 states and the District of Columbia. Muslims number 1.6 million, which is less than thought, although methods of counting adherents make it difficult to reach an accurate figure. 

			The Catholic population declined 14 percent in Rhode Island, the state with the most Catholics per capita, while it increased 45 percent in Arizona and a remarkable 111 percent in Nevada. There were static or declining Catholic numbers in the Midwest and the Northeast, with most growth elsewhere. If present trends continue, by the end of this century, mainstream Protestant denominations, including Presbyterians, Lutherans, and Episcopalians — with respective declines of 9, 5, and 2 percent — will no longer exist as significant entities. 

			In New York City in the past ten years: Catholics increased from 3,492,670 to 3,617,061; Jews decreased from 1,314,000 to 1,233,900; Muslims had no statistics then and now number 176,814; Baptists decreased from 130,482 to 121,436; Episcopalians decreased from 87,692 to 80,964. 

			The greatest increases have been among religious groups that are traditional in practice, and the greatest decreases have been among the liberal denominations. This would seem to contradict pundits who urge the Church to water down doctrine to be more “relevant.” 

			The Holy See recently reminded us, in the document Dominus Iesus, that only the Catholic Church herself, and the separated Orthodox bodies, can legitimately be recognized as churches. Christian sects or denominations are “ecclesial entities” for whose reconciliation the Church prays. Our children and grandchildren will grow up in a society without the old “mainline” Protestant groups. Two non-Christian groups, the Muslims and Mormons, will take the place of all Protestant denominations excepting the more vigorous Evangelical churches. 

			Most important, almost half of all Americans have no religious affiliation. Catholics must: (1) renew their own practice of the Faith; (2) in charity summon to unity the non-Christians and lapsed Christians of the disappearing denominations; and (3) convert the 50 percent of our nation who seek God but have not found Him. 

			October 13, 2002
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			Single-Mindedness
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			There was a time — and perhaps with improvements in our schools that time will come again — when schoolboys memorized, among other famous classical lines, the expression: Ceterum censeo Carthaginem esse delendam. It was the exasperated call, in the second-century B.C. Senate of the Roman Republic, for the conquest of Carthage in what is now Tunisia. “Furthermore, I say that Carthage must be destroyed.” The senator Cato the Elder ended each of his speeches that way, so that it became an inside joke, and his fellow senators chanted it along with him as a kind of ritual.

			Churchill said that a fanatic “is one who can’t change his mind and won’t change the subject.” In David Copperfield, the gently simpleminded Mr. Dick was obsessed with writing about the head of King Charles, and “King Charles’s Head” has since become a cipher for all sorts of monomania. But Cato was not a futile fanatic, and his obsession was vindicated, albeit some three years after his death, when Carthage, the heart of the North African empire, was indeed destroyed, in flames for days.

			Various studies of keys to success in assorted enterprises agree that constant devotion to one goal is crucial. Thomas Edison experimented repeatedly to find the right material for an incandescent light bulb and finally discovered the properties of a carbon filament only after trying hundreds of other materials, including human hair. Was he obsessive? He called it “stick-to-it-iveness” and said that genius is 1 percent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration. “Keep your eyes on the prize,” in the words of a folk song. On a loftier plane, the Savior said: “Seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you” (Matt. 6:33).

			There are those who would stifle the pro-life cause by calling it a single-issue obsession. Few would say that about the abolition movement or the struggle against child labor, even though such worthy causes did attract a fair share of distempered monomaniacs. But slaves and children have to be born first, and so the protection of life from conception must rank first among all dedications of philanthropy.

			Blessed John Paul II once submitted to an interview with the respected journalist Vittorio Messori, who asked him if he was perhaps “obsessive” in his preaching against abortion. The Holy Father replied: “The legalization of the termination of pregnancy is none other than the authorization given to an adult, with the approval of an established law, to take the lives of children yet unborn and thus incapable of defending themselves. It is difficult to imagine a more unjust situation, and it is very difficult to speak of obsession in a matter such as this, where we are dealing with a fundamental imperative of every good conscience  —  the defense of the right to life of an innocent and defenseless human being.”

			October 13, 2013
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			Criteria for a Just War
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			As one long fascinated with historical coincidences, I was particularly struck by the fact that the war against terrorists in Afghanistan was launched by the United States and Britain on October 7, the feast of Our Lady of the Rosary and the anniversary of the Battle of Lepanto in 1571. The war began at the end of our 11:00 a.m. liturgy, during which I preached on the victory of the papal fleet over the Ottoman fleet of Ali Pasha. History is not an exercise in obscurity. The defeat of the Ottoman forces in the sixteenth century has many parallels to our present situation. 

			Never changing are the criteria for a just war — jus ad bellum, as described by St. Augustine more than sixteen hundred years ago:

			1.	The cause must be just. 

			2.	It must be directed by the legitimate government authority. 

			3.	There must be a noble intent. 

			4.	All other solutions for resolving the dispute must have been exhausted. 

			5.	The resulting good must be greater than resulting damage. 

			6.	There must be a reasonable chance of victory. 

			7.	The ultimate goal must be the establishment of peace. 

			Once a war begins, it is to be conducted according to two just precepts (jus in bello), namely: 

			1.	The force used must not exceed what is required to achieve a just end.

			 2.	Every effort must be made strategically to prevent harm to innocent parties. 

			In 1982, Pope John Paul II reminded us, “People have the right and even the duty to defend their existence and freedom using proportionate means when they are threatened by an unjust aggressor.”167 Long before, St. Paul told St. Timothy: “God did not give us a spirit of cowardice but rather of power and love and self-control” (2 Tim. 1:7). In any war, and above all in the unending spiritual combat that engages our souls all our lives, what power we have is to be guided by love, and love requires the use of self-control. We may thank God that the Catholic Church, above all human institutions, has refined this moral analysis, never confusing bravery with false heroics or love with sentimentality. 

			A Helpful Instruction: 
Eucharistic Ministry 

			To promote the “reform of the reform” of the Liturgy, and to correct widespread misunderstanding of liturgical norms by well-intentioned people, Pope John Paul II on the feast of the Assumption in 1997 issued an Instruction, Ecclesiae de Mysterio, on the collaboration of the nonordained faithful in the sacred ministry of priests. It is a beautifully written meditation on the Eucharistic rituals and may be used as a stimulus for prayer and reflection on the deep mystery of the Holy Eucharist. 

			Among its guidelines, it reminds us that the ordained clergy are the normative distributors of Holy Communion. In special and infrequent circumstances (ex temporanea deputatione), the lay faithful may be called on to assist in the distribution of the Blessed Sacrament, but not on a regular basis (see article 8). Thus, they are properly referred to as “extraordinary ministers” and not “eucharistic ministers.” They may also assist the clergy in taking Communion to the sick if there are a large number in need. To get this wrong is to make the mistake of what the Holy Father has described as clericalizing the laity and laicizing the clergy. Such confusion has not helped to encourage priestly vocations. 

			We want our parish to be a model of the Roman guidelines, setting forth a right image of the economy of worship. Since these are the Holy See’s counsels, they are not matters for debate but rather should be received as opportunities to reflect more deeply and joyfully on the way each of us may be of more fruitful service to Christ according to our unique states of life. 

			(Note: Ecclesiae de Mysterio and other documents of the Holy See are available through the bookshop of the Daughters of St. Paul at 115 East Twenty-Ninth Street, between Park and Lexington Avenues.) 

			October 14, 2001

			
				
					167	St. John Paul II, message for the Day of Peace, January 1, 1982.
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			Spiritual Brilliance
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			When suave politeness, tempering bigot zeal, corrected ‘I believe’ to ‘one does feel.’ ” So spoke Monsignor Ronald Knox (1888–1957) even before he converted to Catholicism from Anglicanism. His satire was directed at those who would water down doctrine to mere opinion. That confused kind of thinking, often masked as “broadmindedness” or “liberalism,” was what Blessed John Henry Newman said he had spent his life contending against. The two of them logically led up to Pope Benedict XVI, who has called such misunderstanding and abuse of truth the “dictatorship of relativism.”

			When people inquire about good spiritual reading, I eagerly recommend anything by Knox, especially his collected sermons and retreat addresses, which are easily available. He is unique in his style, which is both easily understood and deceptively profound, woven with shining wit. As a young man, he was heralded as the wittiest man in England. From the depths of his Christian consciousness, he said, “Only man has dignity; only man, therefore, can be funny.” 

			Most of Knox’s writing was pastoral: some for students at Oxford, where he was Catholic chaplain; some preached in parishes or on ceremonial occasions; and some given as talks to schoolgirls during World War II. He was a genius as a classical scholar and translated the entire New Testament. He may well have been the finest preacher of the twentieth century. A piece of writing by him almost always has some original insight, and artlessly reveals him as a supreme artist of English letters. He was popular on radio and incidentally wrote entertaining literary criticism and detective novels. There is an admiring biography of him by Evelyn Waugh — who lacked a natural instinct for seeing the best in people. A book about Knox and his remarkable brothers, gifted in their own spheres, was written in 1977 by his niece Penelope Fitzgerald.

			While more reserved than G. K. Chesterton, he and Chesterton were close friends, and what Knox preached in Westminster Cathedral after the death of his hero in 1936 describes himself, too: “He had the artist’s eye which could suddenly see in some quite familiar object a new value; he had the poet’s intuition which could suddenly detect, in the tritest of phrases, a wealth of new meaning and of possibilities. The most salient quality, I think, of his writing is this gift of illuminating the ordinary, of finding in something trivial a type of the eternal.”

			One reason I mention Knox is that he represents the vast wealth of spiritual brilliance that has been neglected in the last generation. The light of those like Knox should not be hid under a bushel, but placed on a lampstand, where it can give light to the whole house, and that means every parish church, which is God’s own house. 

			October 17, 2010
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			St. Damien the Leper
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			Last Sunday, Pope Benedict raised to the altars five new saints: Zygmunt Szczesny Felinski (1822–1895), archbishop of Warsaw; Francisco Coll y Guitart (1812–1875), a Dominican priest; Jozef Damiaan De Veuster (1840–1889), priest of the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary; Rafael Arnáiz Barón (1911–1938), a Trappist religious; and Marie de la Croix (Jeanne) Jugan (1792–1879), who founded the Little Sisters of the Poor.

			Jeanne Jugan’s homes for the infirm elderly are now in thirty-two countries, and some of their selfless work is in our own archdiocese. A statue of St. Damien represents the state of Hawaii in the United States Capitol. Word of his heroic labors among the lepers on Molokai quickly spread after his death. Theodore Roosevelt instructed the sixteen battleships of the Great White Fleet to dip their flags as they passed Damien’s grave. In 1934, Roosevelt’s fifth cousin Franklin sent a U.S. naval vessel to transport the body to its native Belgium, where it was received by the king, the cardinal-archbishop, and a hundred thousand people who hailed Father Damien as De Grootste Belge — “the Greatest Belgian.” One day at Mass, Father Damien spoke to his outcast congregation as “we,” for he had contracted the disease himself. Now known as Hansen’s disease, leprosy can be treated with drugs first developed in the 1940s. There still are about 2.5 million Hansen’s patients in the world. About seventy-five lepers could be cured for the average cost of one cosmetic “face-lift” in New York City.

			When Jesus told a young man, perhaps the same age as Damien when he arrived in Hawaii, to get rid of everything that blocked God, “his face fell, and he went away sad, for he had many possessions” (Mark 10:22). Christ the Savior is not a cosmetic surgeon. At the Mass, He does not say, “Lift up your faces,” for He bids the people: Sursum corda — “Lift up your hearts.” St. Damien’s face was most beautiful when it became disfigured like the Messiah’s: “He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and we hid our faces from him” (Isa. 53:3).

			Among Father Damien’s despisers was a wealthy Presbyterian missionary in Honolulu, the Rev. Dr. Hyde, who, in a letter in 1890 to another missionary, the Rev. H. B. Gage, wrote that the Catholic priest was dirty, headstrong, bigoted, and promiscuous. Robert Louis Stevenson, himself a fair-minded Scots Presbyterian, had visited the leper colony. Upon reading the attack on Father Damien, he published a scorching reply to Dr. Hyde, which included the words: “For if that world at all remember you, on the day when Damien of Molokai shall be named a saint, it will be in virtue of one work: your letter to the Reverend H. B. Gage.” 

			In St. Peter’s Square, 119 years later, that prediction was fulfilled.

			October 18, 2009
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			Comic-Book Heroes and Real Heroes
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			Last week, more than 150,000 people attended the annual New York Comic Con exhibition nearby at the Javits Center. Many had come dressed as their favorite comic-book characters: Batman, Spiderman, Superman, and Wonder Woman. Along with Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, and Dick Tracy, they added more color to our already interesting neighborhood.

			The saints glowing on our windows and the statues reflecting the votive lights testify that Holy Mother Church produces the most fascinating characters, and — unlike the comic-book heroes — these were real. More than that, they changed our world for the better and combatted the real Prince of Lies, who has menaced more people through the ages than any comic-book villain.

			In recent days, as eyes look warily and perplexed on the spreading threat of Islam, I have thought of the genuine heroes who confronted that challenge in their various generations. If we are shocked at the genocide of Christians, the beheading of children, the torture and crucifixion of fathers and their young sons, we should remember the real heroes who were familiar with such slaughter in their own day. In Tours in 732, the Frankish king Charles Martel defeated the Islamic army using clever weaponry against great odds. Then there were Richard the Lionheart, St. Louis IX, János Hunyadi, St. John of Capistrano, Don Juan of Austria, Andrea Doria, St. Pius V, and Jan Sobieski, all of whom lived lives that could constitute an entire college course in history, psychology, politics, and religion. If some of these names are now obscure, that is the fault of those who do not appreciate how, if any one of them had failed, our world would be far more miserable today and its institutions unrecognizable, and it is entirely possible that none of us would be alive.

			Europe and, to an increasing extent, our own country are experiencing waves of Islamic immigrants who are not welcome in some of their own lands. Mohammed is the most popular name for boys in London now, and Arabic is the fastest-growing language in the United States. Honest and needy refugees expect the Christian welcome that the gospel enjoins, for no one is foreign to Christ. But the spiritual gift of discernment should distinguish the immigrant from the invader, and there is palpable evidence that some people of ill will pretend to be refugees when in fact they are of the ilk that Charles Martel and all those other real heroes confronted.

			The popular press downplayed the fact that those men and women in the school in Oregon were killed because they were Christian, albeit by a homegrown fanatic.168 Perhaps the journalists could not cope with the fact that Christ is being crucified every day in many ways. He predicted that, which is why the figures in our stained-glass windows and beckoning from our statues are not Superman and Wonder Woman, but saints and the Lady who is Queen of Saints.

			October 18, 2015 

			
				
					168	On October 1, 2015, a student named Chris Harper Mercer killed eight classmates and the professor in his writing class at Umpqua Community College in Roseburg, Oregon. Surviving shooting victims reported to their families that Mercer told the students to stand up, and then asked whether they were Christians. When they said yes, he replied, “Good, because you’re going to see God in about one second” and shot them. 
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			Defender of the Jews 
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			October 9 was the fiftieth anniversary of the death of Pope Pius XII. He lived in one of the most tumultuous papal reigns, and history is still trying to absorb it. Sometimes the books tell more about the historians than the history. Sham scholars twist the annals to fit their theories. So has it become the case with some historians of Pius XII.

			As Vatican secretary of state, he had condemned the Nazis before a quarter of a million people at Lourdes. Before that, as nuncio to Germany, he attacked the neo-paganism of National Socialism in almost all of his forty-four public speeches. The Universal Shepherd had the care of millions of persecuted Catholics, including the thousands of clergy imprisoned. 

			Pius XII sheltered and saved the lives of at least 700,000 Jews, hiding upwards of a tenth of that number right in Rome in 155 religious houses and in the Vatican. This had to be done subtly to avoid retaliation, as happened when the Archbishop of Utrecht in the Netherlands condemned the deportation of Jews, which incited a pogrom in which many were killed, including the convert St. Edith Stein. 

			Leaders such as Golda Meir thanked the Pope for saving Jewish lives. The Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem wrote: “The people of Israel will never forget what His Holiness and his illustrious delegates, inspired by the eternal principles of religion which form the very foundations of true civilization, are doing for us unfortunate brothers and sisters in the most tragic hour of our history.”169 

			The Chief Rabbi of Romania said: “The Catholic Church saved more Jewish lives during the war than all other churches, religious institutions and rescue organizations put together. Its record stands in startling contrast to the International Red Cross and the Western democracies.” While the U.S. and other allied governments often notoriously rejected refugees, the Vatican forged documents to help thousands of Jews to escape. 

			The mainstream media in the West largely ignored much of this, and Albert Einstein reflected how the media, along with the universities and law courts in the 1930s, often enabled the horrors: “Only the Church stood squarely across the path of Hitler’s campaign for suppressing truth. I never had any special interest in the Church before, but now I feel a great affection and admiration, because the Church alone has had the courage and persistence to stand for intellectual truth and moral freedom.”170 

			Today the media, the universities, and the courts once again cooperate with offenses against the most innocent life by advocacy of abortion, euthanasia, genetic experimentation, and general contempt for natural law. At this moment, the American people are being challenged to decide the course of our society, and once again the Catholic Church is a singular and isolated voice for good. 

			Pius XII’s first antecedent said: “Always be ready to give an explanation to anyone who asks you for a reason for your hope, but do it with gentleness and reverence, keeping your conscience clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who defame your good conduct in Christ may themselves be put to shame. For it is better to suffer for doing good, if that be the will of God, than for doing evil” (1 Pet. 3:15–17).

			October 19, 2008

			
				
					169	Chief Rabbi Isaac Herzog (personal note to Pope Pius XII, February 1945).

				

				
					170	“Religion: German Martyrs,” Time, December 23, 1940.
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			Their Enemy’s Enemy
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			While serving as chaplain in a large mental hospital, I quickly learned that one can be both mentally ill and highly intelligent. Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, and their superior in malice, Chairman Mao, were intelligent men who vandalized the attics of culture because they had some vestige of culture and hated it.

			Thus it is with those who think of themselves as the culturally elect in our day. Politicians and the media that comment on them are the first generation of our society to have been badly schooled without being aware of the fact. Napoleon had the same problem, which is why Talleyrand lamented that a man so highly intelligent had been so poorly educated.

			Atheists, who are politely called “secularists,” are different from the saints who are “in this world but not of it” because they are “of the world but not in it.” This explains why their solutions to the world’s ills are so wrong.

			Much of the media are reluctant to report, let alone express outrage at, the beheading of Christian infants, the crucifixion of Christian teenagers, the practical genocide of Christian communities almost as old as Pentecost, and the destruction to date of many churches in the Middle East. Why is this moral obliviousness (a sanitized term for what Lenin called “useful idiocy”) so instinctive? Very simply, many disdain Judeo-Christian civilization and its exaltation of man in the image of God with the moral demands that accrue to that. Their operative philosophy is that “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

			The Nazis were promoted by many European aristocrats and, until the Nuremburg Racial Laws of 1935, even by some prominent Jewish and other minorities, because the Nazis were seen as a foil to the Bolsheviks and a means to social reconstruction. Conversely, the Stalinists were supported by many Western democrats because they were perceived as the antidote to the Nazis. The U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union from 1936 to 1938, Joseph Davies, wrote a book, Mission to Moscow, that whitewashed Stalin’s atrocities. In 1943, with the cooperation of President Roosevelt, Warner Brothers made it into a film that was hailed in the New York Times by Bosley Crowther as a splendid achievement. If the Nazis seemed an antidote to the Bolsheviks and vice versa, the bacilli unleashed nearly destroyed the world. Satan is a dangerous vaccine.

			There are some today in public positions who underestimate terrorism, in some instances calling it “workplace violence.” They are like Ambassador Davies, who said: “Communism holds no serious threat to the United States.” Those who see good and evil as abstractions do not expect hatred of the holy to take its toll in reality. The Quran says of Jesus, “They killed him not” (Sura 4). St. Paul says, “For many walk, of whom I have told you often (and now tell you weeping), that they are enemies of the cross of Christ” (Phil. 3:18). To deny the contradiction is to deny reality. 

			October 19, 2014
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			“That Scaffold Sways the Future”

			[image: ]

			It is astonishing how the saints have dealt with challenges and difficulties similar to ours, regardless of differences in their cultures. Consider some whose feasts are this week. St. Juan Capistrano was born in Italy in 1386 and became a prominent lawyer and governor of Perugia when only twenty-six. In his generation, three men claimed to be Pope at the same time; the bubonic plague wiped out one-third of the population, including nearly half of the clergy; the Italian city-states, as well as England and France, were at war with each other; and Islam was threatening Europe. Having become a Franciscan friar, and a very international one before the ease of jet travel, he preached in Italy, Germany, Bohemia, Hungary, Poland, and Russia. Always a man of action, he joined ranks with the Hungarian general John Hunyadi and engaged the Turkish army, against massive odds, at Belgrade in 1456. As the seventy-year-old friar led the charge on horseback, his only weapons were a crucifix and the banner of St. George. His dramatic victory saved our civilization, though he died shortly after from infection.

			St. Anthony Claret was a Spaniard of Catalonia in the nineteenth century. The scholar started a huge library at Barcelona to remedy widespread ignorance about the Faith. In the revolutionary period of 1849 he sailed to Cuba, reforming clerical life, establishing a seminary, and regularizing nine thousand marriages. While building a hospital and numerous schools, he inaugurated credit unions for the poor, provided vocational instruction for disadvantaged children, and modernized agricultural methods, working as a farmer in addition to his episcopal duties. Having established the first religious order for women in Cuba, he denounced racial prejudice and improved the prison system. Called back to Spain in 1857, as confessor to Queen Isabella II, he established a museum of natural history, a scientific laboratory, and schools of language and music. In the revolution of 1868 he went with the queen into exile, where he continued missionary work in Paris, dying in France of exhaustion.

			Last Sunday, the anniversary of the “miracle of the Sun” in Portugal in 1917, Pope Francis consecrated the world to the Immaculate Heart of Mary before a vast throng in St. Peter’s Square. On the same day, 522 martyrs killed by left-wing, anti-Church forces in the 1930s were beatified in Spain. This exceeded even the 492 beatified by Pope Benedict XVI in 2007. Many in our day remain sympathetic toward the martyrs’ persecutors and objected to the beatification. While others vaguely allowed that they were “martyrs of the twentieth century,” Pope Francis was specific: they were “martyrs killed for their faith during the Spanish Civil War.”

			While “new occasions teach new duties,” in the words of James R. Lowell, saints ancient and modern serve their Lord against the same Foe:

			Yet that scaffold sways the future, and behind the dim 
 unknown,
Standeth God within the shadow, keeping watch above 
 His own.

			October 20, 2013
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			Lords of This World

			[image: ]

			Exactly eight years ago I wrote a column titled “The One We Were Waiting For,” in which I referred to a book by Monsignor Robert Hugh Benson, The Lord of the World. That dystopian novel has been cited by Pope Benedict XVI, and Pope Francis said he has read it several times. The protagonist, if one can apply that term to an Antichrist, imposed a new world religion with Man himself as god. His one foe was Christianity, which he thwarted in part by using “compromised Catholics and compliant priests to persuade timid Catholics.”

			Since then, that program has been realized in our time, to an extent beyond the warnings of the direst pessimists. Our federal government has intimidated religious orders and churches, challenging religious freedom. The institution of the family has been redefined, and sexual identity has been gnosticized to the point of mocking biology. Assisted suicide is spreading, abortions since 1973 have reached a total equal to the population of Italy, and sexually transmitted diseases are at a record high. Objective journalism has died, justice has been corrupted, racial bitterness ruins cities, entertainment is degraded, knowledge of the liberal arts spirals downward, and authentically Catholic universities have all but vanished. A weak and confused foreign policy has encouraged aggressor nations and terrorism while metastasized immigration destroys remnant Western cultures, and genocide is slaughtering Christian populations. The cynical promise of economic prosperity is mocked by the lowest rate of labor participation in forty years, an unprecedented number of people on food stamps and welfare assistance, and the largest disparity in wealth in over a century.

			In his own grim days, St. Augustine warned against nostalgia: “The past times that you think were good, are good because they are not yours here and now.” The present time, however, might try even his confidence. Sands blow over the ruins of churches he knew in North Africa where the Cross is virtually forbidden. By a blessed irony, a new church is opened every day in formerly Communist Russia, while churches in our own formerly Christian nation are being closed daily. For those who bought into the seductions of politicians’ false hopes, there is the counsel of Walt Kelly’s character Pogo: “It’s always darkest before it goes pitch black.”

			It is incorrect to say that the coming election poses a choice between two evils. For ethical and aesthetic reasons, there may be some bad in certain candidates, but badness consists in doing bad things. Evil is different: it is the deliberate destruction of truth, virtue, and holiness. 

			While one may pragmatically vote for a flawed candidate, one may not vote for anyone who advocates and enables unmitigatedly evil acts, and that includes abortion. “In the case of an intrinsically unjust law, such as a law permitting abortion or euthanasia, it is therefore never licit to obey it, or to ‘take part in a propaganda campaign in favor of such a law, or vote for it.’ ”171

			At one party’s convention, the name of God was excluded from its platform, and a woman who boasted of having aborted her child was applauded.172 It is a grave sin, requiring sacramental confession and penance, to become an accomplice in objective evil by voting for anyone who encourages it, for that imperils the nation and destroys the soul.

			It is also the duty of the clergy to make this clear and not to shrink, under the pretense of charity, from explaining the Church’s censures. Wolves in sheep’s clothing are dangerous, but worse are wolves in shepherd’s clothing. While the evils foreseen eight years ago were realized, worse would come if those affronts to human dignity were endorsed again. In the most adverse prospect, God forbid, there might not be another free election, and soon Catholics would arrive at shuttered churches and vacant altars. 

			The illusion of indifference cannot long be perpetuated by lame jokes and synthetic laughter at banquets, for there is handwriting on the wall. 

			October 30, 2016

			
				
					171	St. John Paul II, Encyclical Evangelium Vitae, March 25, 1995, no. 73.

				

				
					172	The Democratic National Convention held in Philadelphia, July 25 to 28, 2016, nominated former First Lady Hillary Clinton, a vocal supporter of abortion and of Planned Parenthood Federation, for president. 

								The previous week in Cleveland, July 18 to 21, the Republican National Convention, by contrast, nominated New York entrepreneur Donald J. Trump, who had spoken against abortion during the campaign and vowed to nominate Supreme Court justices “in the mold of [pro-life] Justice Antonin Scalia.” The RNC program also included numerous mentions of God by political speakers, as well as formal prayers by religious leaders — Catholic, Protestant, Eastern Orthodox, Jewish, Sikh, and Muslim.

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			How to Wage a Just War, Spiritually

			[image: ]

			Last week I listed the classical criteria for a just war. While human wars come and go, the spiritual warfare within the soul is never-ending. While there are many terrorists of many kinds, the Terrorist behind all terrorists is the Devil himself. His clever strategy has been to get us to look away from him by persuading us that he does not exist. How many times recently has he almost persuaded us that “character doesn’t matter”? The best way to thwart the Devil is to confess sins. Apply the just-war criteria to the spiritual battle this way: 

			
					The cause must be just. There is no more just cause than to overcome evil. 

					The war must be directed by a legitimate authority. Christ gave the Catholic Church the power to forgive sins by giving St. Peter the keys of Heaven and Hell. 

					The intention must be noble. Our intention is the noblest: to become saints in the service of Christ and His Church. 

					All other means of resolving the conflict must have been exhausted. Well, every philosophical and psychological and social attempt to fight the Devil has been tried, some more successfully than others, but only confession has eradicated the Terrorist himself by absolving sin. 

					The resulting good must be greater than the damage caused by the war. Salvation is a good, incalculably preferable to the sacrifices we have to make in overcoming habits and vices. 

					There must be a reasonable chance of success. Christ guaranteed success over sin and death by rising from the dead and breathing the Holy Spirit upon the apostles, giving them the power to forgive sins, which power is passed to us through the apostolic succession of the bishops. 

					The ultimate goal must be peace. The Risen Lord said, “Peace,” and that peace we share in the Eucharist and, by God’s grace, we will have forever in Heaven. 

			

			The most intelligent way to help in our nation’s war to protect civilization is by going to confession to protect our souls. The Terrorist does not want us to do it, and that is good enough reason to do it. Jesus wants us to do it, which is an even better reason. 

			October 21, 2001
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			Elections and the Laws of God

			[image: ]

			Patriotism is related to the virtue of piety, which is reverence for one’s ancestors and the truths of one’s inheritance. Civil duties, including voting, are binding on the Christian. In his history of the popes, Leopold von Ranke points out that the distinction between sacred and secular powers was a unique insight of Christianity. The separation of the Church from the state was intended to free religion from the civil power. This does not mean that the Christian is not to be involved in the life of the state, nor does it mean that the state is to be run without obedience to God. In the encyclical Immortale Dei, Pope Leo XIII said that rulers must set God before them as “their exemplar and law in the administration of the State.” 

			As Election Day approaches, we must reject any facetious concept of “respecting” the laws of God without obeying them. And we must not let a lot of secondary, or prudential issues, be insinuated into the national debate as a smokescreen for violating essential moral norms. While there is latitude for different conscientious positions on war, immigration, capital punishment, tax structures, and the like, there are five issues in this election that are nonnegotiable, and the faithful Catholic must not vote to support them: abortion, euthanasia, embryonic stem-cell research, human cloning, and homosexual “marriage.” 

			As times change, so do the platforms of political parties. It may be difficult to change voting patterns when one has long been a member of a political party. Conscience demands that principles take precedent over custom. Too many Catholics have been guided by habit instead of piety. It is a sin to cooperate materially or formally with the promotion of intrinsically evil acts in the public forum. 

			Material cooperation would include voting for any candidate who defends abortion and related offenses against human life. Formal cooperation is worse: deliberately voting for such individuals because they take that position. This is not an instruction in whom to vote for. It is an instruction in how to vote according to a formed conscience. If we offend these truths, we eat and drink the Holy Eucharist to our own condemnation (1 Cor. 11:29). 

			If a politician promotes or defends a political party’s platform that violates essential moral norms while boasting that he is a Catholic, and that he once was an altar boy, or some other such fatuity, he brings a grave judgment on himself. The bishops have issued a check-off list of the positions of the major presidential candidates. Without endorsing any particular candidate, they indicate that President Bush is consistent with the Church’s moral teaching on the five basic issues, while Senator Kerry is not. Consequently, Senator Kerry is the first presidential candidate officially to be endorsed by Planned Parenthood. It is the duty of every pastor to advise the faithful of these facts. 

			October 24, 2004
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			Science and Catholics
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			Analysis of a tomb in St. Paul Outside-the-Walls, commissioned by the Pope four years ago, using carbon-14 and DNA analysis, enabled the announcement earlier this year that it does indeed contain the remains of St. Paul. Similarly, computer analysis has now verified the discovery of the long-lost body of Mikolaj Kopernik (1473–1543), popularly known as Nicolaus Copernicus, buried anonymously in the Polish cathedral of Frombork. DNA samples of a femur bone and a tooth matched the DNA of a strand of hair found in one of his books in a Swedish library. Digital reconstruction from his skull done in a crime lab reproduced his broken nose and a scar on the forehead.

			Copernicus, son of a Polish father and a German mother, was a priest and the temporary administrator of the diocese of Frauenburg. As a Renaissance man, he put Leonardo da Vinci in the shade, although painting seems to be the one art that did not claim him as a master. After studies in the universities of Krakow (where Pope John Paul II studied and taught), Bologna, Padua, and Ferrara, he became a prominent jurist and mathematician and also practiced medicine for six years, donating his service to the poor. The polymath pioneered reform of the monetary system as it was developing in his day and did it so well that he was made an economic adviser to the government of Prussia. In what little spare time he had, he translated into Latin for posterity the Greek letters of Theophylactus.

			He studied astronomy well enough to lecture in Rome on the planets, and shortly before his death he completed his heliocentric cosmology. This “Copernican Revolution,” which overturned the Ptolemaic picture of Earth as the center of the universe — except for Manhattan, of course — launched modern astronomy and greatly influenced Galileo, who was born twenty-one years after the death of Copernicus. He was too careful a theologian to muddle astronomy with astrology, as did Galileo, nor did he insist unscientifically that his theory was absolute fact, a mistake that got Galileo into trouble.

			Father Copernicus seems to have been so self-effacing that he was not considered well-known enough for a marked grave. He did not change the world, as Christ did, but he changed the way the world is understood. He stands in the line of such Catholic scientists as Pascal the mathematician; Lavoisier the father of modern chemistry; Schrodinger the discoverer of wave mechanics; Vesalius the anatomist; Fermi the creator of atomic physics; Malphigi, who developed microscopic anatomy; von Neumann, who theorized the modern computer; the childless monk Mendel, who became the father of genetics; Pasteur, whose germ theory saved countless lives; and Fleming, whose penicillin probably saved more lives than any other discovery in history. The identification of the body of Copernicus is a fitting reminder of this great and continuing tradition.

			October 25, 2009
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			Worthily to the Feast

			[image: ]

			As a priest, I have witnessed the marriages of more than eight hundred couples. It is gratifying to hear from them on their anniversaries, and to baptize and even marry some of their new generation. Solid marriages are beacons and ballast for those whose understanding of family life may be dim and unsettled in our distressed culture. Some of the happiest weddings have been free of the extravagance that is the fashion of a meretricious society. Sometimes, a couple prayerfully decides to call the wedding off, and usually this is prudent, if it is the outcome of an awareness of the seriousness of the vows.

			The other day a couple in California called off their wedding, having already paid for a $35,000 reception. Rather than cancel, the family invited the homeless of Sacramento to share the feast. Young and old and abandoned showed up, and what could have been a dismal day — something like Miss Havisham’s cobwebbed banquet table with its desiccated wedding cake — became bright for many.

			That brought to mind the 1987 Danish film Babettes gæstebud, which as Babette’s Feast won an Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film. In a snowy village on the west coast of Jutland, home to a graying small group who belong to a rigid Pietistic sect, a kindly woman arrives from Paris and volunteers to serve as cook for two elderly sisters whose father had founded their conventicle. Fourteen years pass, during which Babette Hersant cooks the bland meals that are the customary fare of the villagers. Then one day she announces that, in honor of what would have been the father’s hundredth birthday, she will prepare a feast.

			The villagers are suspicious that such luxury might be some form of devilry, so they decide to pretend that they are unfazed by the repast. Babette’s secret is that she has won ten thousand francs in a lottery and spent it all on delicacies delivered from France. As the dinner proceeds, barriers built by festering resentments break down, and the astringency of the people gives way to reminiscences of their romantic youth. Babette remains in the village happily penniless, because “an artist is never poor.”

			If Eucharistic metaphors in the plot may be stretched by belabored eisegesis,173 the original story by Karen Blixen, who ironically died from malnutrition, echoes the parable of “The Marriage of the King’s Son.” Those who were first invited had excuses, so the king’s servants gathered in all they could find in the streets. One of the invitees is cast out for not wearing a wedding garment. God’s gratuitousness, by its very munificence, requires a change of heart.

			The required “state of grace” for Holy Communion has been debated at the recent synod in Rome. What is clear is that the Wedding Feast of the Lamb is offered to all, but the invitation requires a humble submission to the king’s heavenly protocol. 

			October 25, 2015

			
				
					173	According to Merriam-Webster, eisegesis is “the interpretation of a text (as of the Bible) by reading into it one’s own ideas.”
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			Prayer for a New Nation

			[image: ]

			Today a long-forgotten crucifix will be placed once again in the Basilica of St. Peter in Rome. It will hang in the Blessed Sacrament Chapel near Bernini’s great tabernacle. Bernini himself would have admired the work of the anonymous artist, for its medieval style anticipated the spirit of the more exuberant baroque.

			The crucifix was carved seven hundred years ago and was the object of devotion in the original Constantinian basilica, built in the fourth century. The torso and legs are seven feet long and are in one piece made from the trunk of a walnut tree. It was placed in the new basilica in 1626 and survived many vicissitudes, including the Sack of Rome, when the invaders used the old basilica as a horse stable and mockingly vested the corpus in one of their uniforms.

			Gradually, it was forgotten after it was removed to make room for Michelangelo’s Pietà and ended up in a remote and virtually unreachable chapel. High technology has restored it, as it suffered discoloration and termite damage. The sort of stereo microscopes used in microsurgery identified the many layers of paint and varnish before they were meticulously removed.

			The outstretched arms are six and a half feet wide. Even if the Lord had not been nailed to the Cross, His arms would be open to all who approach Him, as they were when He ascended into glory. “Come unto me, all you that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28).

			Our nation is weary, and the ennui is especially taxing and belabored by a long election campaign. Events have forced us to examine the condition of our culture, and how much we have ignored Christ’s call to come to Him. The degradation of our institutions, reflected tellingly even in the way people dress and speak, is palpable and has taken its toll on our schools and governments and even our churches. This is a time, rarely matched in our national annals, for choosing between conversion and tragedy. To choose the tragic path is to mock Our Lord, and our demoralized culture is already well on its way to masquerading Christ Crucified in comic vestments.

			Two hundred twenty-five years ago, to this very week, Bishop John Carroll penned a prayer for the new nation. As the first bishop in the United States, cousin of a signer of the Declaration of Independence and an esteemed friend of many Founding Fathers, he stood on a terrain high enough to survey the looming dangers and salutary prospects of the day, as he prayed for a government “encouraging due respect for virtue and religion; by a faithful execution of the laws in justice and mercy; and by restraining vice and immorality.” Our perspective is the same today, only with more souls both at risk and offered benevolent promise. 

			November 6, 2016
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			Not for Earth, but Eternity

			[image: ]

			Although city parishes are not commonly thought of as “family oriented” the way suburban parishes are, and while urban conditions make it costly and difficult to rear children, it is gratifying to welcome a steadily increasing number of families to our parish and to baptize the children of couples married here. Pope Leo XIII called the family “the cradle of civil society” and said that the destiny of states is largely fostered in the circle of family life.

			As a reminder of the sanctity of the family as the “little church” or ecclesiola, last Sunday the Church beatified the parents of St. Thérèse of Lisieux, who was canonized in 1925. Beatification is the last degree before canonization. The ceremony took place in the basilica of Lisieux, according to the preferred practice of Pope Benedict to have the beatification rite in the place where the blessed ones lived. Louis and Zélie Martin were not beatified because their daughter is a famous saint. Their own heroic virtue was attested by a miracle required in the beatification process: in this case, their intercession healed a man’s malformed lung. Their earthly lives were outwardly ordinary, typical of a French bourgeois family in the nineteenth century. Louis was a prosperous watchmaker. He had wanted to be a monk, and needed the counsel of a priest to explain the sanctity of fatherhood. He and Zélie were married in Alençon in 1858 and never ceased exchanging love letters. Five of their nine children joined religious orders. Their daughter St. Thérèse wrote, “The good God gave me a father and a mother more worthy of heaven than of earth.” After Zélie’s death, Louis worked hard to care for his children with a contagious happiness.

			There has been a widespread breakdown of family life in our society due to many reasons, including a loss of a sense of the holiness of marriage, worsened by government policies that threaten family stability. It is widely recognized that welfare programs begun in the 1960s backfired in their attempt to help children. Today this is worsened by civil attempts to redefine marriage against the natural law. Nonetheless, there is a desire on the part of many not to repeat the mistakes of the past. Many young couples have learned the importance of families the hard way, often through the failures of the last generation. In one recent five-year period for which there are statistics, couples with three or more children increased from 11.4 percent to 18.4 percent. 

			It may take a long time to repair the damage done to society by misguided social engineers who scorned the traditional family, but the Church lives by the vision expressed by Pope Pius XI at a time when a fascist government tried to usurp the role of parents: “The family is more sacred than the state, and men are begotten not for the earth and for time, but for heaven and eternity.”174

			October 26, 2008

			
				
					174	Pope Pius XI, Encyclical Casti Connubii, December 31, 1930, no. 69.
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			Strings Attached

			[image: ]

			He who pays the piper calls the tune” is a saying based on the Scottish custom of having the lord of the manor choose the music for which he is paying. Sometimes in lieu of money, the piper was given a dram of whisky in a bowl called a quaich (pronounced “quake”), and the liquor was often referred to as “lucre.” If you are in someone’s pay, he will tell you what to do.

			This has long been a challenge when the Church accepts the patronage of a civil ruler. St. Athanasius and St. John Chrysostom stood up to such emperors as Julian the Apostate and Theodosius, who were outspoken in what they thought was their right to call the tune. After the Great Schism, the Byzantine Church had an even greater problem with this “Caesaropapism,” since it no longer had a protector in the Pope. And the problem pertains even today in the new post-Soviet Russian government. In the West as well, St. Ambrose and St. Hilary of Poitiers had to face down civil rulers. Pope Gregory VII kept the emperor Henry IV waiting in the snow. Pius VI and VII fared worse with the emperor Napoleon.

			In the eighteenth century, the Holy Roman Emperor Joseph II was called the “Sacristan of Europe” because, although he was something of a religious skeptic, he regulated all the details of worship, even to the design of candlesticks, and censored the contents of sermons. In this he was something like Annise Parker, the mayor of Houston, who caused a stir recently with her subpoena of the sermons of five local clergymen on the grounds that Christian expressions might violate the city’s Equal Rights Ordinance. The emperor Joseph II might have admired her moxy, although the protocols of his court would have been confused if she had visited with the woman she calls her “wife.” The Texas attorney general called her subpoena “a direct assault on the religious liberty granted by the First Amendment.”

			There is a logic to governments giving grants to charities run by religious institutions, since they run the charities more efficiently than the government. In two recent years, Catholic Church agencies received 1.5 billion dollars in grants. But the piper may call the tune. Some Catholic hospitals already have had to close rather than do the government’s dance. Consider a case in Idaho, where city officials have told clergymen that they must officiate at same-sex weddings, or face fines of $1,000 a day and time in jail. Then there is the neuralgic fact of tax exemptions. Chief Justice John Marshall’s decision in McCulloch v. Maryland (1819) paraphrased the defense of Daniel Webster: “The power to tax is the power to destroy.”

			It all boils down to rendering unto Caesar and unto God. Christ expected the Pharisees of His day to know the difference. He expects the same of us. 

			October 26, 2014
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			Witnesses

			[image: ]

			One of the most joyful songs for entering a church building is Psalm 122, which begins: “I was glad when they said unto me, let us go into the house of the Lord.” And there is no more transportingly beautiful setting for it than that composed by Sir Charles Hubert Hastings Parry. Whatever may be the quality of a church’s architecture, it is made beautiful by the Presence of the Lord, accompanied by the silent witness of the angels and saints. I am grateful that there seems to be an increasing number of worshippers coming to the churches for which I am responsible, and I am especially thankful for the care that so many show for them.

			Recently, a group of volunteers formed to help clean the heavily trafficked Church of the Holy Innocents. I would say that not only does it make the church more suitable for worship, but that the very acts of sweeping and scrubbing and polishing can themselves be forms of prayer, quite as St. Teresa of Avila said that she prayed while scrubbing pots and pans. As the Jews, including Our Lord, sang as they climbed the steps to the Temple, so may we sing, “Our feet shall stand within thy gates, O Jerusalem.” Whether the people enter St. Michael’s from Thirty-Fourth Street or Holy Innocents from Thirty-Seventh Street, they really do find themselves in touch with the Heavenly Jerusalem, of which the earthly city is a cipher and a sign.

			In preparation for the great days of All Saints and All Souls, the faithful should keep constantly in mind the witnesses who have gone before us. On Monday, October 28, Mass will be offered in the Church of the Holy Innocents in honor of Blessed Karl of Austria, who, although the last emperor of Austria and the last king of Hungary, is a quite modern saint, whose family are still around and known to some of us. Blessed Karl’s life reminds a culture deprived of great leaders that spiritual greatness can still be achieved through, and not in spite of, positions of political authority. Blessed Karl was a model of the true peacemaker, not content with the sort of tenuous peace fabricated by compromise with evil, but insistent on the true peace “which passes all understanding” and that only humble obedience to Christ can give.

			Lighting a candle, sweeping a church floor, kneeling as Christ comes to the altar are various acts in the holy house of the same God of those who gladly climb the steps of His house to kneel before Him, and of those who unthinkingly walk past, absorbed in matters that seem important only for the passing moment. Whatever may be lacking in our song, the saints and angels supply: “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: they shall prosper that love thee.”

			October 27, 2013
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			“Are These the Men?”
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			I  have enjoyed reviewing some of our neighborhood history and am especially mindful of the fateful day in 1776, on September 15, when the Revolutionary War almost was concluded here. This parish was mostly meadows and some swampland, and the streets as we know them did not exist. George Washington, up around what we now call 100th Street, could hear the cannons as the British troops landed at present-day 34th Street. There they captured more than three hundred American troops and about twenty officers. This was discouraging since more than fourteen hundred American soldiers already had been killed in the Battle of Long Island. General Washington galloped down here, to find his soldiers fleeing in panic. He positioned himself on horseback where the Grand Hyatt and Chrysler buildings now stand.

			Famous for that composure and gravitas the ancient Romans esteemed in their leaders, Washington in that moment dashed his hat to the ground and began to strike the fleeing men with the broadside of his sword: foot soldiers and officers, even one brigadier general. They refused his orders to dig in and fight. Finally he cried in righteous fury: “Are these the men with whom I am to save America?” 

			As a regiment of Hessians neared, a young aide-de-camp pulled Washington’s horse away by the bridle, and the great man finally withdrew to Harlem Heights, moments from capture. Soon Aaron Burr secretly led five thousand troops up the west side of Manhattan, and the Americans prevailed. For days, General Howe had the British and Hessian soldiers encamp on what is our church property. 

			We are now engaged in another war. Washington was a great man, but Christ is more than great, and His divine voice summons us, in New York as once in Galilee: “When the Son of Man comes, will he find any faith on the earth?” (Luke 18:8). If Washington tested his men with his sword, Our Lord tests our faith in other ways. St. Augustine said, “When the Lord sought me I hid from Him, and when I sought Him, He hid from me.” Faith, as a gift to the intellect accepted by a free will and increased by grace, teaches us that God does not fail us, and that the climactic battle of life — the one for the salvation of souls — is certain of victory for those who have faith. 

			October 28, 2001
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			The Desire to Give
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			The canonization of Marianne Cope, along with Kateri Tekakwitha, on October 21, occasioned the publication of a stunning photograph showing Marianne standing beside the funeral bier of St. Damien in Kalaupapa, Molokai. That was in 1889, and the picture is so sharp that it could have been taken today. It must be the first photograph of two saints together. The holy friendships of Teresa of Avila with John of the Cross, and Francis de Sales with Jane de Chantal illuminated civilization before photography. 

			St. Damien’s body is scarred with leprosy but vested in the fine chasuble in which he used to offer Mass. St. Marianne, in her timeless religious habit, shows no sorrow, for she obviously knows she is looking at a saint, not knowing that she is one herself. 

			Studying that photograph, one thinks of how hard they worked, not only among the outcast lepers, but all their lives. Damien, born Jozef De Veuster in Belgium, was a farm boy, and Marianne left school in Utica, New York, after the eighth grade to support her family by working in factories. 

			Not in the picture was their helper, Joseph Dutton, a Civil War veteran who was so traumatized by the ravages of war and his broken marriage that he became an alcoholic. He reformed his life, went to Molokai, and worked with the lepers for forty-five years — cleaning latrines, scrubbing floors, and binding sores — until his death in 1931. Their great happiness would have been clouded to see how much unhappiness there is in our land today.

			As a typical eighteenth-century rationalist, Edward Gibbon was cynical about Christianity, but as a historian he analyzed the staying power of civilizations in terms of natural virtue: “That public virtue, which among the ancients was denominated patriotism, is derived from a strong sense of our own interest in the preservation and prosperity of the free government of which we are members. Such a sentiment, which had rendered the legions of the Republic almost invincible, could make but a very feeble impression on the mercenary servants of a despotic prince.”175

			And as England’s Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher pointed out, when the people’s deepest desire becomes security, rather than freedom, wanting “not to give to society, but for society to give to them,” they lose both their security and their freedom.176

			I expect that Gibbon would have understood modern saints no better than he did the early martyrs and confessors, but he would have seen in them a selfless energy that builds noble societies, and the neglect of such energy pulls them down. Our own nation is facing these realities as it decides what it wants to be. The present crisis in culture cannot be resolved if it is addressed only in terms of economics and international relations. The real leaders are not those who hypnotize naïve people into thinking that they are the source of hope. Those who can rescue nations from servility to selfishness are not on slick campaign posters, but in stark black and white photographs like that taken on Molokai in 1889.
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			Politics versus Faith and Reason

			[image: ]

			Not everyone in history has had, or has, the precious privilege of electing their leaders and shaping their government. Despite all its defects, the democratic system has been secured for us at great sacrifice over the generations, and vigil must constantly be kept for its integrity. In 1999, the bishops of the United States reiterated the Church’s teaching on voting as a duty: “For Catholics, public virtue is as important as private virtue in building up the common good. In the Catholic tradition, responsible citizenship is a virtue; participation in the political process is a moral obligation.” As another Election Day nears, I recall a recent instruction on this written by His Eminence Francis Cardinal George, archbishop of Chicago, as he addressed the role of conscience in political matters. Conscience is to be formed, which means that it is to be instructed by the moral norms and should not be an excuse for acting irrationally. 

			Although principles are clear, problems result in their practical application because of confusion of priorities and the temptations of self-interest. In all public considerations, the first interest must be the dignity of every human person and the right to life. As a natural law, this can be understood and affirmed by non-Christians. The Catholic must know, from the Church’s moral system, that Catholic politicians must not compromise conscience under the excuse of not “imposing doctrine on others.” The protection of innocent life is rational and not only doctrinal, although the two go together. For example, the prohibition against stealing as a sin is a doctrinal precept, but it also is rationally understood as an essential element in the common good. Our present legal system is irrational, as it protects “stocks and bonds, as well as dogs and cats” more carefully than it protects unborn human beings.177 

			It is offensive to God and conscience to neglect moral principles in order to vote for a particular political party or candidate out of custom. Many politicians advertise themselves as Catholic, or as friendly to the Church, and then hold Catholic moral principles in contempt. It is only the ignorance or self-interest of Catholic voters that keeps these misrepresentative representatives in office. 

			Cardinal George writes: “In the long run, God governs creation and the ideals of Catholic social doctrine are therefore possible of accomplishment. In the short run, we have to vote. . . . It’s important to vote in a democratic society, even though much of our life is governed by decisions of unelected bureaucrats and judges and editors and economic players whose names we do not recognize unless there is a scandal of some sort. May each of us do the best we can, using the dialogue between faith and reason that takes place in our hearts, guided by the Church’s social doctrine; and may God protect us and our country.”178 
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			Our One Purpose

			[image: ]

			The reason for being a Christian is to be a saint, for a saint is a human who is fully human according to the intention of Christ. November 1, the feast of All Saints, is both the proof that Christianity works (for there are countless saints) and the inspiration for us to keep trying. It is a Holy Day of Obligation, but “obligation” is a weak and begrudging term for any holy day. These holy days are immense gifts to us from Heaven, reminding us of why we are alive. In 834, Pope Gregory IV moved the feast of all the martyrs (eventually to include all the saints) from May 13 to November 1 — as if, by some unconscious prophecy, May 13 would be reserved to celebrate the apparitions of Our Lady of Fatima nearly eleven hundred years later. 

			As Christmas sanctified the pagan Roman feast of Saturnalia, so All Saints’ Day would sanctify the pagan Druid feast of Samhain (“Sow-en”), the Lord of the Dead, on which the Celtic people from Ireland to Brittany had marked their new year and the beginning of winter. Some explanations for customs we have inherited may or may not be fanciful. It does seem that the Romans added to the Celtic customs their own drinking of cider and apple-bobbing for the goddess of orchards, Pomona (later to spread her name to California). But these were not jolly feasts. 

			Paganism suffered the melancholy of knowing about death but not knowing of the resurrection of the dead. Pagan feasts easily turned into macabre grotesqueries and orgiastic debauches out of despair. Our neo-pagan culture has reverted to that, but you cannot go back to sturdy old paganism; you can only update its remnant sadness. Halloween, properly the vigil of All Hallows’ Day, has become more popular than All Saints’ itself. Some denominations even advertise Halloween festivals in their churches, with spooky music and haunting images, in a deluded attempt to attract people they cannot attract to celebrate holiness. There is nothing wrong with innocent fun, but it can be a sign that people who once were Christian are haunted by their loss of faith.

			All Saints’ Day is followed by All Souls’ Day — when the Church prays for the blessed ones who have been judged by God as worthy to join the saints in glory in God’s good time. The Catechism says, “A perennial link of charity exists between the faithful who have already reached their heavenly home, those who are expiating their sins in purgatory, and those who are still pilgrims on earth. Between them there is, too, an abundant exchange of all good things” (no. 1475).179 
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			No Dead Saints

			[image: ]

			The expression “a living saint” can be misleading. Certainly, we have encountered people in our lives who fit that description, as best as we can judge. The Holy Church makes the final decision about saints. We celebrate them especially on All Saints’ Day; and on All Souls’ Day, we pray for our loved ones who are drawing more closely into the aura of holiness. The saints on the calendar are only the tip of the iceberg, and most of the saints who have ever existed are known to God alone. Perhaps churches should have a shrine to “The Unknown Saint” quite as we have a Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. All Saints’ Day is rather like that.

			My point, though, is that there is no such thing as a dead saint. There are saints alive now, and there are saints who have physically died, but all are alive in Christ, and they are “busy” in heaven, to use a temporal metaphor. Some saints capture the popular imagination more in one generation than in another. For instance, St. Simon Stylites was admired in Syria in the fifth century for spending most of his life seated on top of a pillar. That is not a useful model for our day, although some may still remember Flagpole Kelly, and not long ago thousands of New Yorkers went to watch a man spend a week on top of a column up the street in Bryant Park.

			Millions are drawn to Padre Pio, and some are compelled by an unmeasured fascination with his miraculous spiritual gifts, which were blessings indeed, rather than emulating his heroic humility and discipline. There remains an astonishing cult of St. Thérèse of Lisieux. She was almost the reverse of St. Pio: totally unknown in her earthly lifetime, and accomplishing nothing conspicuous to her contemporaries. She would have remained such had not her spiritual writings been discovered and published. Perhaps she fascinates precisely because in just barely twenty-four years on earth, she did the most ordinary things with most extraordinary joy. Whenever her relics are taken on pilgrimage to foreign lands (not to mention the one that was taken on a space shuttle), hundreds of thousands pour out to pray by them. This happened most recently in England, where the media were confounded by the huge crowds.

			Concurrent with that phenomenon, there were astonishing developments in long-moribund Christian life there, not least of which was the announcement of the first papal state visit to Britain and the expected beatification of John Henry Newman, who predicted a “Second Spring” of Faith in England. Then came news of an Apostolic Constitution, which will provide a unique canonical structure to welcome those desiring union with the Catholic Church. Pope Benedict XVI, who well deserves the title “The Pope of Unity,” has shown the power of the intercessions of the saints.
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			“I Looked Back and Saw My Father”

			[image: ]

			Even in New York City, nature does not go unnoticed. Though we do not get to see much of the autumnal leaves, the sharpening winds over the river and the honking of migrating geese competing with the traffic horns still send the message that the seasons are changing and with them the mood of time. Autumn mixes beauty and melancholy, which is how it must be in a transient world, and why the most beautiful sights and sounds move the spirit beyond diaphanous pleasure to twinges of a strange longing, like the Jews in the exile of Babylon unable to play their harps while longing for their homeland.

			All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day fit well into the autumnal hours, too radiant for laughter and too mysterious for solace. The feast of All Saints this year is on Sunday, and All Souls is its Monday afterglow. Contemplating the eternal life of the blessed ones is more vital than admiring a painting in the Met or music in Carnegie Hall, for the blessed souls of the faithful are urging us to join them, not as a romance but as an utterly possible proposal. 

			The actress Maureen O’Hara said that she wanted to live to be 102, so that as an old lady she could annoy people by thumping her cane and making peremptory demands. She just died at 95, which is close enough, and that occasioned some autumnal thoughts of my own, for I knew her when she came to Mass and afterward would tell many stories. She favored the sonority of the older form of the Latin Mass, though she worshipped God wherever He tabernacled. After I preached a series of Lenten meditations, she reminisced about my favorite film, How Green Was My Valley. It made full use of the novel by Richard Llewellyn and was a triumph of the screen in a time when English speech had not decayed. The concluding reminiscence of his youth in a Welsh mining village is heavy with autumn and light with spring, and makes a descant on what saints and souls sing with perfect pitch:

			I saw behind me those who had gone, and before me, those who were to come. I looked back and saw my father. . . . Then I was not afraid, for I was in a long line that had no beginning, and no end, and the hand of his father grasped my father’s hand, and his hand was in mine, and my unborn son took my right hand, and all, up and down the line that stretched from Time That Was, to Time That Is, and Is Not Yet, raised their hands to show the link, and we found that we were one, born of Woman, Son of Man, made in the Image, fashioned in the Womb by the Will of God, the Eternal Father.
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			Purification
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			In the ancient Roman world, a boy at the age of seven was instructed by his father in the virtue of pietas (reverence for the gods and ancestors). This, along with derivative virtues, constituted the classical citizen, emblematic of the noble Roman republic — and conspicuously abandoned in the moral decay of the later empire. Piety gained a supernatural character when Christ gave the Church the Holy Spirit. Christian piety becomes reverence for the one true God and communion with the faithful departed through prayer, as we do especially on All Souls’ Day.

			One way we revere the beloved dead is to apply indulgences for them, just as can be done for the living. “An indulgence is the remission before God of the temporal punishment due to sins whose guilt has already been forgiven, which the faithful Christian who is duly disposed gains under certain prescribed conditions through the action of the Church which, as the minister of redemption, dispenses and applies with authority the treasury of the satisfactions of Christ and the saints.”180 

			Indulgences respond to the reality that there are two consequences of sin:

			Grave sin deprives us of communion with God and therefore makes us incapable of eternal life, the privation of which is called the “eternal punishment” of sin. On the other hand, every sin, even venial, entails an unhealthy attachment to creatures, which must be purified either here on earth or after death in the state called Purgatory. This purification frees one from what is called the “temporal punishment” of sin. These two punishments must not be conceived of as a kind of vengeance inflicted by God from without, but as following from the very nature of sin. A conversion which proceeds from a fervent charity can attain the complete purification of the sinner in such a way that no punishment would remain. (CCC 1472).

			Piety also includes devotion to one’s country, for which we should especially pray at this election time. The nearly fifty million babies destroyed by abortion since Roe v. Wade do not need prayers for the dead because the Lord has already received them according to His merciful will. But our nation is accountable for allowing this deepest outrage against innocent life to continue and expand. Holy Church has widely published the fact that no one is morally justified in preferring any political candidate who promotes abortion over one who does not. Only the invincibly ignorant can hope to escape severe penalties, eternal as well as temporal, if they reject this counsel. The social philosopher Thomas Sowell has said, “It is hard to think of a time when a nation — and a whole civilization — has drifted more futilely toward a bigger catastrophe than that looming over the United States and Western civilization today. . . . We are fast approaching the point of no return.”181

			November 2, 2008

			
				
					180	Indulgentiarum Doctrina, 1.

				

				
					181	Thomas Sowell, “Point of No Return?” TownHall, August 22, 2006, https://townhall.com/.

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Young Priests, Fervent Priests
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			Recently the feasts of the Franciscans St. John of Capistrano, who fought to save Belgrade from an attack by the Ottoman Turks in 1451, and St. Peter of Alcantara, who was a great friend of St. Teresa of Avila, called to mind a cause both of them held dear: the reform of the lives of priests and religious. Before the Council of Trent there were no seminaries, as we know them. These saints worked hard to improve the quality of priestly formation as it then existed. The Church is doing the same now. 

			A recent Los Angeles Times poll of 1,854 younger priests in 80 U.S. dioceses reflects a widespread trend toward more fervent orthodoxy. Clerics under age 41 indicated more loyalty to the Church on dogmatic and moral issues than their elders. By their own description, three-fourths said they were more religiously orthodox than their older counterparts. Nearly 80 percent of them rank His Holiness John Paul II as “outstanding” among the popes, compared with 60 percent of Vatican II–generation priests and 64 percent of pre–Vatican II priests over the age of 60. 

			The renewal of solid belief and practice after a generation of pick-and-choose “cafeteria Catholicism” goes along with a more optimistic attitude about the future of Catholic life (69 percent see the life of the Church in general as “excellent” or “good” in contrast to 56 percent of the Vatican II generation, which pollsters define as those 42 to 59 years old). 

			Only 48 percent of younger priests think Roman Catholics can disagree in good faith with some Church teaching, while 72 percent of the older priests thought so. All groups polled ranked moral scandals as the number-one problem facing the Church today. Older priests thought that reforms should include radical changes in the priesthood. The vast majority of younger priests stressed that moral decay is rooted in a neglect of traditional priestly standards and contempt for orthodox belief. 

			Dioceses that most clearly follow orthodox patterns have the most priestly vocations. One example is the Diocese of Lincoln, Nebraska, with a Catholic population of only 90,000. It has two rapidly growing new seminaries and three new orders of nuns, including a new Carmelite monastery of cloistered women established last September. The vicar-general of Lincoln, Monsignor Timothy Thorburn, says that the national priest shortage is “a short-term problem” that will be solved in a few decades by the return to orthodoxy. He says, “Young people with ideals are not looking for the easy path. A ‘Catholic lite’ is not attractive to them.”182 St. John of Capistrano and St. Peter of Alcantara would understand. 
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			Blessed Emperor

			[image: ]

			May our two splendid parishes, Holy Innocents in the Garment District and St. Michael in Hell’s Kitchen (gradually becoming Heaven’s Kitchen), grow ever closer in strengthening their witness to the power of the Resurrection. In these days of the octave of All Saints, do bear in mind that countless saints, mostly unknown, have walked through these troubled and challenging streets. Last Monday His Excellency Dom Teodoro de Faria, bishop emeritus of Funchal, on Portugal’s Island of Madeira, celebrated Holy Mass at the altar of the Church of the Holy Innocents. It was in his diocese that Blessed Karl von Habsburg, the last emperor of Austria-Hungary, died. With today’s medicine, Blessed Karl might well have survived the pneumonia that afflicted him, but instead he died at the age of thirty-four in penurious exile, a victim of the bigotry of many, including — sad to say — our own country’s Calvinist president Woodrow Wilson. 

			The novelist Anatole France said, “No one will ever persuade me that the war could not have been ended long ago. The Emperor Charles offered peace. There is the only honest man who occupied an important position during the war, but he was not listened to.”183

			Blessed Charles, beatified by Pope John Paul II, whose father had served under him and who bore the emperor’s name, was shocked to inherit the imperial throne, as he was remote in the line of succession. It was the worst time in history, and by the end of the First World War, more than half of his fellow countrymen had died in battle. In his brief two years of reign, Charles instituted many reforms of the army and the nation, even using imperial carriages to transport food and fuel to the poor, modeling himself after the social teachings of Pope Leo XIII.

			His love was boundless for his wife, the empress Zita, whom he told on the day after their glittering wedding, “Now we must help each other to get to Heaven.” His feast day is not on the anniversary of his death or his birth, but on the anniversary of their wedding. In cruel exile after the war, he was not allowed firewood, and the family shivered in the cold on the island of Madeira. Before his death, Charles blessed his eighth child, still in the empress’s womb, young enough legally to be “eliminated” in our present society. The young father was reluctant to let his eldest son, Otto, who would be a principal figure in the collapse of European communism, watch him die but said that he must see how a Christian king goes to God.

			The empress and her eight children removed to various lands, most recently living in Tuxedo Park in our own archdiocese. In Quebec they were so neglected that she had to comb the public park for dandelions to feed the royal family.

			We rejoice in the heroism of these saints and pray that, whatever our state in life, we may serve the King of the Universe as they did.

			November 3, 2013
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			Among Wolves
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			Considering how many crucial matters were at stake during the recent election, including the right to life and religious freedom, and the preponderant bias in the media and opinion polls, it did not seem melodramatic to hope for a prudential hand to guide things. There will be much thanksgiving on Thanksgiving Day.

			Some who trusted pundits were shocked that their perception was an illusion, confirming T. S. Eliot’s words in his “Four Quartets”: “Humankind cannot bear very much reality.” The New York Times, fearful of further declines in its dropping influence, apologized for misreading the demographics of our culture and came as close as it could to admitting that it had been wrong, by confessing that it had not been right. But thousands accustomed to life in a parallel universe and impervious to the rebukes of reason expressed their befuddlement at the results of the presidential election by demonstrating and even rioting when facts shattered their expectations.

			Our college campuses have been breeding grounds for self-absorption and corruption of the senses. Professors who had never attained moral maturity themselves reacted by providing “safe spaces” for students traumatized by reality. In universities across the land, by a sodality of silliness in the academic establishment, these “safe spaces” were supplied with soft cushions, hot chocolate, coloring books, and attendant psychologists. At least one university provided friendly kittens and puppies for weeping students to cuddle. A college chaplaincy invited students to pray, the implication being that their petitions might persuade the Lord to rethink His political leanings.

			The average age of a Continental soldier in the American Revolution was one year less than that of a college freshman today. Alexander Hamilton was a fighting lieutenant general at twenty-one, not to mention Joan of Arc, who led an army into battle and saved France when she was about as old as an American college sophomore. In our Civil War, eight Union generals and seven Confederate generals were under the age of twenty-five. The age of most U.S. and RAF fighter pilots in World War II was about that of those on college junior-varsity teams. Catholics who hoped in this election for another Lepanto miracle will remember that back in 1571, Don Juan of Austria saved Western civilization as commanding admiral when he was twenty-four. None of these figures, in the various struggles against the world and the flesh and evil, retreated to safe spaces, weeping in the arms of grief therapists.

			What will the frightened half adults do when they leave their safe spaces and enter a society where there is no one to offer them hot chocolate? Christ formed His disciples in a more practical way: “I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore, be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves” (Matt. 10:16). We are here today because those disciples did as they were told, and were not shrewd as doves and innocent as snakes. 

			November 20, 2016
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			Prophecy Today
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			Prophets are sometimes thought of as fortune-tellers. Fortune-telling is actually a serious sin, if it is taken seriously, because it denies the freedom to choose what will become of us. To “choose your fate” is a contradiction in terms, because fate rules out free choice. Human beings are not victims of fate. They are children of providence. Prophets got the reputation of foretelling events only because they declared the will of God, and by so doing they were able to lay before human logic the consequences of rejecting that divine will. The belief in providence is one of the radical differences between Judeo-Christianity and Islam, which believes in fated destiny, or kismet. 

			St. John the Baptist was the last and greatest of the old-style prophets. There has been no need for prophecy since God revealed Himself in Christ, “The Word was made flesh.” However, the prophetic office of the Church continues, as the job of explaining what has already been revealed. No longer is it necessary to foretell the Messiah, so the prophet is now the reflective teacher, and any thoughtful Christian can anticipate at least in general terms what will happen when the truth of Christ is accepted or rejected. In that sense, two of the most prophetic voices in the twentieth century were the English journalist G. K. Chesterton and his friend the popular historian Hilaire Belloc. For starters, consider these comments:

			In his newspaper column for the Illustrated London News exactly ninety years ago today (November 4, 1911), Chesterton wrote: 

			A good Moslem king was one who was strict in religion, valiant in battle, just in giving judgment among his people, but not one who had the slightest objection in international matters to removing his neighbour’s landmark.

			Then there is this a few years later in Belloc’s book The Great Heresies: 

			Today we are accustomed to think of the Mohammedan world as something backward and stagnant, in all material affairs at least, but not so very long ago, less than a hundred years before the Declaration of Independence, Mohammedan government centered at Constantinople had better artillery than had we Christians in the West. The last effort they made to destroy Christendom failed during the last years of the seventeenth century, only just over two hundred years ago. Vienna was almost taken and only saved by the Christian army under the command of the King of Poland on a date that ought to be among the most famous in history: September 11, 1683.
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			War and Civilization
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			After a lecture at a major New England university, a student asked a friend of mine who is a professor of philosophy, “When we speak of the Second World War, does that mean there was a first one?” Yes, it does. And the woeful neglect of history will be a deadly freight borne by the forming generation. Certainly one cannot be a Christian without a knowledge of history, since it is the result of history and explains history. Without roots in actual events, religion becomes a Gnostic vapor — that is, a sentimental illusion divorced from fact. 

			Veterans Day was first known as Armistice Day, because “the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month” of 1918 was engraved in the memory of Western civilization. My maternal grandmother kept a framed poem in her house and bid me memorize it. She had two brothers in the Cheshire Regiment, formed in 1688, and both were killed within days of each other in 1915 in the Ypres Salient. A Canadian army surgeon, Lieutenant Colonel John McCrae, was aghast at what he saw on that battlefield, and within the space of about five minutes wrote the poem that became a template of the sadness that shrouded those fierce acres after seventeen days of battle:

			In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses row on row,
That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below. 
We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved and were loved, and now we lie
In Flanders fields. 
Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high.
If ye break faith with us who die
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
In Flanders fields.

			Recently one of our parishioners returned from his second tour of duty in Iraq, grateful for the prayers of our people. We continue to pray for all those of our parish family engaged in this present war, in which the very norms of civilization are at stake. Even comfortable Europe is becoming more than anxious about threats to the culture it has taken for granted. In an essay of 1916, Theodore Roosevelt wrote: 

			The Greeks who triumphed at Marathon and Salamis did a work without which the world would have been deprived of the social value of Plato and Aristotle, of Aeschylus, Herodotus, and Thucydides. The civilization of Europe, America, and Australia exists today at all only because of the victories of civilized man over the enemies of civilization, because the victories stretching through the centuries from the days of Miltiades and Themistocles to those of Charles Martel in the eighth century and those of John Sobieski in the seventeenth century.184

			Now the challenge faces the twenty-first century. 

			November 5, 2006
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			He Today That Sheds His Blood with Me
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			The late Danish pianist and wit Victor Borge said that his father and uncle were identical twins, but he was not sure which was the identical one. Of St. Crispin and Crispinian, we know only that they were twins, possibly only fraternal. They preached the gospel to the Gauls, supporting themselves by working nights as shoemakers. Around the year 286, the governor Rictius Varus tried to drown them, and when that failed, they were beheaded. Shakespeare put their names on the lips of the twenty-nine-year-old King Henry V, rallying his outnumbered troops at Agincourt:

			This story shall the good man teach his son;
And Crispin Crispian shall ne’er go by,
From this day to the ending of the world,
But we in it shall be remembered —
We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;
For he to-day that sheds his blood with me
Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,
This day shall gentle his condition.

			In life’s daily spiritual battle, Christ promises to ennoble us as His brothers, once we offer our lives to Him. To initiate this process, He “emptied Himself, taking the form of a servant, being made in the likeness of men” (Phil. 2:7). 

			We speak with deceptive ease of the Word becoming flesh, but it was an astonishing condescension. In 1915 Franz Kafka published a story, ,“Die Verwandlung,” or “The Metamorphosis,” about a salesman who turns into an insect. His agony is that his words cannot be understood by those around him. The Incarnation of the Second Person of the Holy Trinity was more degrading than that, though the divine Love made it an act of beauty. Only love can understand the voice of the Incarnate Word: “His own people did not accept him, but to those who did accept Him, He gave power to become children of God” (John 1:11–12). In various expressions, the early Fathers taught what Clement of Alexandria said in a startling way: “The Logos of God became man so that you might learn from a man how a man may become God.”185 Lest this be misunderstood, Athanasius explains: “We are sons, not as the Son, as gods, not as He Himself.” Our godliness is by grace, not nature: “not in essence but in sonship, which we shall partake from Him.”

			This month of All Saints celebrates holiness, not as a spectator sport, like fans cheering the holy souls from the bleachers and then saying, “We won!” Those who only observe from the sidelines the spiritual battles in which our culture is now engaged would be like those who were not at Agincourt.

			(They) shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here,
And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks
That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.

			November 6, 2011

			
				
					185	Clement of Alexandria, Exhortation to the Heathen, chap. 1.

				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			A Family Parish
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			Our parish is singularly blessed this Sunday in the octave of All Saints to dedicate the new sacred images in our sanctuary. Given the prominence of our parish’s location in this world capital, I am grateful that these works of art have already attracted international interest. In times past, we may have underestimated the potential of our parish, and this public attention is one small step in recognizing that we are coming of age in proclaiming the Heavenly Kingdom. 

			The benefactions we have received from outside the parish to install these fine works of art are true gifts of God and free us to use our own money for the crucial work of restoring the roof and walls of this House of God. Such generosity should move us to examine our consciences: Are we this generous in terms of our own resources, whatever they may be, to promote the good works of our parish? 

			Some years ago, one of our parishioners brought to Mass a fine young son who, like many fine young sons, was a little rambunctious. She was informed by a matron that the Church of Our Saviour “is not a family parish.” I am glad this got her Irish up and she stayed. Her fine young son is now a fine grown young man, and today we have more young people in the parish than ever before. We are also graced with many glorious senior people who have been faithful pillars of our parish for a long time. None should think that this parish’s principal mission is entertaining ourselves. I am all for happy parties and hope that our approaching fiftieth-anniversary year will provide more of these, but we are redundant if our first purpose is not the preaching of the gospel and the salvation of souls. 

			The great image of Our Savior, blessed today, will preach in silence to those many who come here between the liturgies. The saints surrounding Him will remind us of our baptismal vocation to serve Christ as His soldiers until our life’s end. Anything less than the best art we can provide is unworthy of Our Savior and too bourgeois for the beautiful building entrusted to us. For the Catholic, art is a necessity and not a luxury. 

			The youth of those artists and craftsmen who have worked on our new paintings is a bright hope for the future. They are recovering the classical traditions that the iconoclasts of the fading last generation scorned. One of our young artists was trained by his mother and grandmother, who studied art in their native China but were compelled to use their talents for propaganda art promoting cruel communism. Their gifted grandson and son186 now lives in freedom and has painted not a dictator raising his fist but Christ Our Savior raising His hand in blessing over us.

			November 7, 2004

			
				
					186	Father Rutler here refers to Ken Jan Woo, who in 2009 painted a much larger, internationally renowned, twenty-eight-foot-high image of Christ Pantocrator that, as of this writing, still dominates the sanctuary at the Church of Our Saviour — even after the priest who succeeded Father Rutler as pastor removed most of the other art and furnishings.
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			Ahead of the Times
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			One assumes that the New York Times would have been glad to receive an op-ed article from the new archbishop of New York. The Archdiocese of New York is responsible for a very important part of the city’s educational, medical, and charitable life. The newspaper refused to print it. But such censorship only whets the appetite to know what was thought not fit to print. 

			There are many items that the Times, which claims to publish everything that’s fit to print, has printed, even though they were not fit. There were, for instance: its mockery in 1920 of Goddard’s hypothesis that rocket propulsion can take place in a vacuum; a denial of Stalin’s forced famine in Ukraine and a whitewash of his show trials by its Moscow bureau chief, Walter Duranty; its advocacy of Fidel Castro; and its benign regard for the Soviet spy Alger Hiss. Surely the paper must have suffered some journalistic equivalent of a cerebral stroke to render the editors of the Times unable to print Archbishop Dolan’s words.

			The cause of the apoplexy was the archbishop’s imputation of bigotry to the newspaper. His charge was not self-indulgent whining. He did not have to go back further than a couple of weeks for examples. First, in reporting widespread child abuse in Brooklyn’s community of Orthodox Jews, there was not the “selective outrage” that animates the New York Times against criminous Catholic clerics, whose numbers are in fact proportionally much smaller than other religious and professional groups.

			Then there was the sensational front-page publicity of a paternity suit involving a Franciscan friar, going back twenty-five years, and getting more space than the war in Afghanistan and genocide in Sudan. Headlines also claimed that the Pope was seeking to “lure” Anglicans into his fold, when in fact he was responding to a petition. Then a columnist invoked the Inquisition, portrayed the theology of priesthood as neurotic sexism, and even mocked the Pope’s haberdashery. The archbishop said that the paper’s prejudice, “while maybe appropriate for the Know-Nothing newspaper of the 1850’s, The Menace, has no place in a major publication today.” While a free press is free to criticize, said the archbishop, such criticism should be “fair, rational, and accurate.”187

			Hostility raised to such a pitch that journalistic standards are abandoned is perhaps provoked by an awareness that the Catholic Church continues to be the substantial voice for classical moral standards and supernatural confidence amid the noise of a disintegrating, behaviorist culture. A tabloid is still a tabloid, even if its editors dress in tweeds. Churchill said, “No folly is more costly than the folly of intolerant idealism.” Not to worry. Christ promised that the gates of Hell will not prevail against His Church. He did not include the New York Times, 30 percent of whose work force has been laid off in the last year and a half.188

			November 8, 2009

			
				
					187	“New York Times Refuses to Publish Archbishop Dolan’s Op-Ed on Anti-Catholic Bias,” Catholic News Agency, October 30, 2009, http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/.

				

				
					188	The Times’s financial slide has continued. Net profit last year was down 60 percent.
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			The Blood of Her Bishops
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			An astute professor once said that political wrangling in universities is so vicious because the stakes are so small. There are those in proverbial ivory towers who will struggle to get control of a faculty or become an assistant dean with an animus that would ill befit a general in battle. There is one caveat, though: the stakes are not so small when you consider that professors can shape the minds of a whole generation.

			A recent letter in the New York Times signed by progressive Catholic academics objected that a columnist had no right to comment on the recent synod in Rome189 because he had no theology degree. It seemed to ignore the fact that none of that newspaper’s columnists who frequently attack Catholic doctrine have any such scholarly decorations. The petitioners’ quibble over credentials also seemed to defy the progressives’ stand for more vocal involvement of the laity.

			Academia is rife with censorship in the form of political correctness, but it cannot totally smother the truth, which is supposed to be the substance and goal of learning, expressed in the plethora of school mottoes: Veritas, Lux et Veritas, Veritas Vos Liberabit, and so on.

			An example of insuppressible prophecy was Dr. Anca-Maria Cernea, a representative of the Association of Catholic Doctors of Bucharest, Romania, at the Synod on the Family in Rome. In the midst of speeches of varying quality, her brief remarks set a unique tone in the assembly of bishops and consultants. She spoke of her parents, who were engaged to be married, but waited seventeen years while her father was a political prisoner of her country’s communist dictatorship. Her mother kept vigil all that time, not knowing whether he was dead or alive. 

			Dr. Cernea went on to say: 

			The Church’s mission is to save souls. Evil, in this world, comes from sin. Not from income disparity or “climate change.” The solution is: Evangelization. Conversion. Not an ever-increasing government control. Not a world government. These are nowadays the main agents imposing cultural Marxism on our nations. . . . Our Church was suppressed by the Soviet occupation. But none of our 12 bishops betrayed their communion with the Holy Father. . . . Now we need Rome to tell the world: “Repent of your sins and turn to God, for the Kingdom of Heaven is near.”190

			Seven of the twelve bishops she mentioned died in prison. It was a sobering reflection during a synod where there were not a few receptions and much dining — pleasures innocent in themselves, but different in tone from the laments of the countless Christians suffering in the Middle East. It was also very different in urgency from the offended academics whose pomposity was pricked by an “unqualified” newspaper columnist. They would have been more offended by the Romanian doctor whose only theological credentials were bestowed by the witness of her parents and the blood of her bishops.

			November 8, 2015

			
				
					189	In 2015, the Synod on the Family fanned hope in dissenting religious and academics that Christ’s teaching on the permanence of marriage might be overturned. Liberal German bishops pushed to allow Catholics who had divorced and remarried outside the Church to receive Holy Communion. In the synod’s summary, they managed to include a suggestion that a local bishop, rather than a Vatican tribunal, might judge such situations “case by case” in the light of “mercy” — free to improvise Church teaching on mortal sin, the laws of marriage, and Christ’s Real Presence in the Eucharist.

				

				
					190	Dr. Cernea Speech to Synod, Catholic Medical Quarterly 66, no. 1 (February 2016), http://www.cmq.org.uk/.
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			The Poison of False Wisdom
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			It is a Roman custom for students in the pontifical universities to attend Mass in St. Peter’s Basilica at the opening of the academic year. On October 30, Pope Benedict XVI told the students and professors that when St. Paul exhorted Christians to “become fools” in the eyes of the world, he was not being anti-intellectual. St. Paul did not mind boasting of his own academic laurels when he had to, but he did it ironically to explain the limits of human intelligence, warning against “a way of living and seeing things divorced from God, following dominant opinions according to the criteria of success and power.” The Pope called pride “the poison of false wisdom.”191

			The gift of faith and the virtue of humility save us from false wisdom. I am writing early in the week, before our nation chooses whether its future course will be fatal or providential. Suffice it to say that the lack of faith and humility always lends credence to false wisdom and bogus prophets. Christ is the One and none other. Neglect of sound teaching by many in the Church created a generation of people naïvely ignorant of the basic precepts of the Church and bereft of logic in ordering their thought. They even claim that the definition of life itself is “above my pay grade.”192 The great challenge of our time now is to repair this.

			A brother priest of mine in New England recently reminded his flock that to be “orthodox” means “not being conservative or liberal, but being in union of ‘mind and heart,’ as we say in the Eucharistic prayer, with the Pope, our Bishop, and the Faith of the Church — the whole Faith, not just those parts we find palatable or acceptable.” He adds: 

			Now let us be very clear: You can be heterodox and be a fine, loving, caring person — perhaps more loving, caring and all-round cuddly than many an orthodox person — that is not the point. The point is, as held true for centuries in the Church, do you accept unequivocally what the Church holds and teaches as dogma and doctrine? Do you give assent of mind and heart to what Holy Mother the Church states must be believed? If you do, you are neither liberal nor conservative, you are orthodox; if you do not, you are heterodox. The concept of “dissent” from Church teaching — and even dialogue with dissent — would have been unheard of in the life of the early Church. The reason people today rush to the use of aggressive political labels to describe a person’s practice or defense of the Faith is because personal opinion is now regarded as the litmus test of truth.

			The Holy Father encourages all of us to “dedicate ourselves to intellectual work, free of the temptation of pride, and boast always and only in the Lord.”193

			November 9, 2008

			
				
					191	“Holy Father Denounces Pride, Teaches Way to True Wisdom,” Catholic News Agency, October 31, 2008, http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/.

				

				
					192	As a presidential candidate, Barack Obama was described as brilliant, knowledgeable, and borderline messianic by Democratic operatives, the national media, and his own campaign literature. Yet when liberal pastor Rick Warren publicly asked him his position on when a human life begins, he had no answer — or perhaps didn’t want to say. As a junior senator from Illinois, he had voted against the Born-Alive Infants Protection Act — which outlawed partial-birth abortion. 

								Obama’s answer to the pastor’s question was, “That’s above my pay grade.” And yet, in 2013, in his final presidential term, Obama had the distinction of being the first sitting U.S. president not only to speak at a Planned Parenthood function but publicly to say, “Thank you, Planned Parenthood. God bless you.”

				

				
					193	“Holy Father Denounces Pride.”
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			A Parish Is Not an Heirloom, but a Military Base 

			[image: ]

			The proposed realignment of parishes is complete for now. The most recent segment of the process called “Making All Things New” was extensive and even draconian, and representatives of our parish participated in it faithfully and patiently. Their work has borne good fruit. Contrary to some recommendations, both churches for which I am responsible, St. Michael’s and Holy Innocents, will remain open. 

			A parish is a “juridical person” that cannot close, but may be merged. Holy Innocents remains as is for the foreseeable future. St. Michael’s is in the unique position of being amidst the most extensive development of commercial and residential properties in the history of our nation. Along with the astronomical rise in the value of the area’s real estate are the increasing numbers of residents and commuters, with improved access to public transportation via a new subway stop that is to open nearby. These are considerable matters in configuring the future of our Catholic witness.

			The Church of St. Michael was established in 1857 near the current site of the Pennsylvania Station and was moved to our present location fifty years later, preserving much of the church’s art and stonework. Our present situation is being “monitored” to determine if another relocation into the heart of the Hudson Yards development will be prudent some years from now. While there may be nostalgic connections to buildings, nostalgia is not holy tradition, for the latter is the dynamic transmission of unchanging Faith. 

			In any battle, sometimes a battalion holds its ground, and sometimes it makes a strategic move. How that works for us has yet to be determined. A parish is not a family heirloom, but a military base. We are engaged in a spiritual battle in our culture, greater than any physical struggle, for we are engaged against “principalities and powers” not of this world. It is not an exaggeration to say that the fate of the city depends far less on improved schools and transportation and health and social welfare than it does on bringing the life of Christ to a culture that is spiritually traumatized.

			The number of people in New York City who currently identify themselves as Catholic is about the same as it was seventy years ago. Yet back then, weekly Mass attendance in the city was over 70 percent, and now it is about 12 percent. Most of the decline occurred in the conflicted time immediately following the Second Vatican Council. In recent years, the decline in attendance has leveled off, but the numbers have yet to increase. If all Catholics were serious about their response to Christ’s call, there would be no redundant churches.

			The first stage in spiritual health is to have a good examination of conscience, just like a physical examination. When the doctor says your body mass has to be improved, you trim down, exercise, and eat well. Spiritual fitness is the same: we need to slim down what drags us down, worship, and be nurtured by the sacraments. Then comes the new strength. 

			November 9, 2014
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			Who Am I? Only God Can Tell Us the Answer
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			The wistfulness of these autumnal days moves the mind, by the natural withering of leaves and the shortening of days, to think of the end of our own lives. The brilliant burst of colors in these darkening days is nature’s signature that there is something bright about the death of things. The Church designates November for serious thought about the mystery of mortality and eternal life. Without this, we would be like aimless people with vacant eyes wondering who and why we are.

			That was the reason classical philosophers strove to examine their thoughts and behavior, believing the maxim that the unexamined life is not worth living. Inscribed in the forecourt of the temple of Apollo at Delphi were the words gnothi seauton: “Know yourself.” Even before that, in the temple of Luxor in Egypt, was written, “Know yourself . . . and you shall know the gods.” 

			We could be very basic and literal and take that to mean knowledge about our bodies, and, in fact, in the sixteenth century, the Latin version — Nosce te ipsum — was written on the front of anatomical atlases showing dissected bodies. That is not how the great philosophers meant it, and everyone admits that you can have a detailed knowledge of your bones and brains and kidneys, and still not know who you are. “What am I?” needs to be “Who am I?” — and only God can answer that.

			This is why the book of Revelation says: “To the one who is victorious, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to the one who receives it” (2:17). As with the deepest mysteries revealed by God, there is room in this present world for conjecture. The meaning of that white stone has elicited various theories. Juries in ancient Greece would cast a white stone if they found the defendant innocent. But there was no name on it. Fast forward a little, and the Romans gave tesserae, which were small stones, as a sort of ticket of admission to public events, but they were not necessarily white. Since this passage in Revelation has Christ speaking to the church in Pergamum, it could be a reference to that city’s temple of Asclepius, on whose pillars people who had been healed wrote their names, rather as is done now in Lourdes and Fatima. 

			Perhaps the simplest and best explanation is that the Romans of old awarded white stones to winners of the athletic games as tokens for admission to the victory banquet. All we need to know in these fading days of the year is that the eternal Christ invites us each day of our lives to live as though we were dying, so that in dying we might live forever. 

			November 10, 2013
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			Celebrities and Saints
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			With the exception of puppies in pet-shop windows, nothing stops traffic like celebrities. Most celebrity fades as fickle taste moves on. Around A.D. 66, when St. Jude was writing his letter and St. Paul was being beheaded, the Greek historian Plutarch wrote his Parallel Lives comparing famous Greeks with Roman celebrities. Few of us today would recognize most of the stars he wrote about: Agesilaus, Pelopidas, Philopoemen, Sertorius, Aemilius Paulus, and so on. The crowds that flocked to see Flaminius and Poplicola would have passed St. Peter and St. Paul on the street with nary a glance. None of them had the slightest idea who Jesus was, but everyone knew Lucullus and Sulla. 

			The Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to Emily Balch, Fridtjof Nansen and Bertha von Suttner, but I doubt Oprah Winfrey would recognize any of them. Last Sunday the Holy Father beatified Juan Nepomuceno Zegri y Moreno of Granada (1831–1905), Bonifacia Rodriguez Castro of Salamanca (1837–1905), Valentin Paquay of Belgium (1828–1905), Luigi Maria Monti of Italy (1825–1900), and Rosalie Rendu of France (1786–1856). Even most Catholics know less about them than they do about some of the names in the gossip columns of our city’s tabloids. 

			The saints have the advantage of a celebrity given by God and not by men, and so they do not fade like film “stars.” I recently was astonished that not half a dozen of our bright young parishioners had ever heard of Greer Garson, who in the early 1940s was “one of the most famous women in the world.” On the other hand, I knew little about some of the Hollywood actors who were in our parish this past week making a film for Paramount Pictures. I admit that I knew more about some of Plutarch’s celebrities than about the very pleasant Meryl Streep and Denzel Washington. May they prosper. 

			Celebrities can use their fame to promote much good. But people can be disappointed in falling stars. “Say it ain’t so, Joe,” ran the headline in the Chicago Daily News when White Sox star Shoeless Joe Jackson was accused in a 1919 game-throwing scandal. A few people committed suicide when Rudolph Valentino was buried from St. Malachy’s Church, but they’ve stopped doing that now. 

			All alone in his last exile, Napoleon was amazed that after eighteen hundred years, Jesus still had people dying for Him. The fame of Jesus was not given to him. Jesus sheds His light on others: “You have not chosen me. I have chosen you” (John 15:16). The only lasting stars are those who have their radiance from “the Father of Lights” (James 1:17). The calendar of saints is the charter of the one reliable fan club. So in this month of the saints and holy souls, the Church sings: 

			Who are these, like stars appearing, 
These before God’s throne who stand? 
Each a golden crown is wearing; 
Who are all this glorious band? 
Alleluia, hark! They sing, 
Praising loud their heavenly King.

			November 11, 2003
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			Smashing the Icons of Civilization
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			In London, the Kensington and Chelsea Council is considering plans to erect a new statue of Our Lady of Walsingham at Chelsea Embankment Gardens on the site of the former home of St. Thomas More. When the saint was executed by Henry VIII, his home was given to the king’s chief minister and agent for the destruction of the monasteries and other Catholic properties, Thomas Cromwell — who removed the old statue of Our Lady of Walsingham from its famous Norfolk shrine and publicly burned it on the grounds of More’s former residence. He burned other statues, including the Black Madonna of Willesden, one of whose devotees was the king’s own mother, Elizabeth of York. It is hoped that the new statue, which will include a memorial of the ransacked monasteries, will be dedicated on June 22, the feast of St. Thomas More. The executive director of the Kensington and Chelsea Council said that it will “mark both the artistic vandalism and religious intolerance” of that period. 

			Those dark days were not unique. Another Cromwell — Oliver — along with such as Calvin, Robespierre, Stalin, and Ceausescu do not have high places in the history of art and were to Catholicism what the Taliban were to Buddhism. Our generation has passed through another wave of iconoclasm from which the Church is just starting to recover. This iconoclasm, unlike previous movements, was self-inflicted by misguided liturgists and compliant authorities in the name of the Second Vatican Council, which, as Pope Benedict has reminded us, never intended such demolition. 

			Recently, one of the most beautiful churches in our own archdiocese was saved from such renovation by the happy intervention of our cardinal, but over the years many other churches were not so fortunate. Most of our parish’s treasures are preserved, and our beautiful altar rail was never removed. Some years ago I found candlesticks in our basement that had been specially designed for the church. Blackened and in disrepair, they were restored and now shine on the high altar. In adjusted inflation dollars, the six large ones cost $36,000 and the eight smaller ones for the side altars cost $24,000. Four of them have been recovered. The original tabernacle, crafted at a cost of $90,000, was demolished, but in recent years it has been replaced. Some years ago, the baptismal font, of rare marble at a cost of $30,000 was removed to the garden and is beyond repair, but we have been able to restore the baptistery, including long-hidden carved cabinetry, and were blessed to secure a magnificent font from the closed St. Ann’s Church, which is even finer than our original.

			There seems to be a resurgence of excellent architects and artists, quite of few of whom belong to our own parish. It may be that a “New Springtime” of the Church’s heritage is about to appear, but after a long winter.

			November 11, 2007

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Hurricanes, the Dark, and the Light 
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			During the days following Hurricane Sandy, we had no electric light in our church for five days, and as I am writing this in time for the printer, we still have no heat, and my fingers are pretty cold as they type on a cold keyboard. We can be thankful for the many ways our parishioners have been helping out in these days, and we are not unaware of the needs of those who worship here, who have gone through sore trials: evacuated from our local hospitals; homes burned to the ground; and at least one whose house was washed out into the ocean. For many days, we relied on candlepower for Masses and confessions. I read from the Missal on the altar with the help of a candlestick that had belonged to a great-great-grandfather who was in the Crimean War. While the electricity failed, the candlestick still served its purpose. My ancestor could not have imagined that one day it would be used for Mass in America, but it was for me a nostalgic moment. 

			Now, nostalgia has been called “history after a few drinks”: we remember the best and filter out the worst. Nostalgia lacks the vitality of tradition, which Chesterton called “the democracy of the dead.” Tradition means passing something on, and Sacred Tradition passes on what is holy. Tradition is lively and life-giving, uniting past, present, and future in a spiritual continuum, as Christ was and is and will be. 

			Like the old candlestick that sheds light when electric power fails, the light of Christ does not go out. The same voice that said, “Let there be light” billions of years ago, sheds light on us today. And “the darkness had not overcome it” (John 1:5). Certainly there are those who choose the darkness of evil to the light of goodness: “For everyone who does wicked things hates the light and does not come toward the light, so that his works might not be exposed. But whoever lives the truth comes to the light, so that his works may be clearly seen as done in God” (John 3:20–21).

			Those who oppose Christ have their day, but it does not last long, and soon they also have their night, when they shrink away into dark corners. In the great challenge of our culture, we are free to choose light or darkness. God is pro-choice: He has given us a free will. But He is only pro-right-choice. The exercise of choice is not self-justifying. Only the choice of the light of Christ can save us from the darkness of Satan. And what better authority can we have for this than our holy God Himself? “I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. Choose life, then, that you and your descendants may live” (Deut. 30:19).

			November 11, 2012
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			A Church Building, and the Echo of the Cold War
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			In this year celebrating the golden anniversary of the dedication of our church, it is fitting that we should be burnishing its gilt and gold. The original expense of the building precluded completing all that was decoratively envisioned. New generations add their own gifts.

			Our side shrines are being finished in the style of their period by skilled volunteers. Since August, more than one hundred man-hours of work have gone into this project, as well as work on the Shrine of Our Lady and the Baptistry.

			The iconography in the sanctuary is now completed with figures of Moses and Elijah and two angels worshipping our Savior. Ken Jan Woo devoted four months to “writing” these images, which are based on the Transfiguration icon of Theophanes the Greek (ca. 1330–ca. 1410) for a church in Novgorod. Theophanes was a colleague and tutor of Andrei Rublev (1370–1430). The Novgorod icon, which now is in the Tretyakov Gallery of Moscow, suits the transitional Romanesque architecture of our church and is one of the images particularly admired by Pope Benedict XVI. The angels are of the Sienese school, also representative of the Italian transition from medieval to Renaissance art, like our church itself. Using our local talent, we have been able to glorify God’s House at practically no cost, while budgeting more than we ever have for the church’s charitable works.

			Our church was dedicated at the most intense time of the Cold War. Parishioners then would have been gratified that those involved in these recent installations are young people who survived communism. Ken Woo’s family endured the Chinese Cultural Revolution, and families of the workers who braved high scaffolding for these installations lived in Poland in its last years of Marxist control.

			I am writing on the twentieth anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall. We in the West, with no experience of the Church’s heroic suffering, may be tempted to take freedom for granted and to be seduced by contemporary dilettantes who disdain Christian culture and even praise figures like Mao and his heirs.

			The political philosopher Leszek Kolakowski died this summer in Oxford. His father had been killed by the Gestapo during the German occupation of Poland, and he secretly taught himself to read. Having hoped Marxism would change things, he eventually saw through it and was expunged from the party. He wrote: “Communism was not the crazy fantasy of a few fanatics, nor the result of human stupidity and baseness; it was a real, very real part of the history of the twentieth century, and we cannot understand this history of ours without understanding communism. We cannot get rid of this specter by saying it was just ‘human stupidity,’ or ‘human corruptibility.’ The specter is stronger than the spells we cast on it. It might come back to life.”

			November 15, 2009
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			Happiness and Holiness 
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			Since Arturo Toscanini lived to be nearly ninety, dying in the Bronx, I was able as a boy to watch an orchestra conducted by this man — who had led the premiere of Pagliacci in 1892. In operas like that and Otello, divas never get a better chance to hit a high E-flat than when they are being strangled or stabbed. 

			It is said that Pope Benedict XV’s last words in 1922 were the same as in Leoncavallos’s opera after Nedda and her lover, Silvio, are slain: “La commedia è finita!” Lest one think that the Pope’s domestic life was unruly, the line was first used at the end of Haydn’s more decorous opera Il Mondo della Luna. Anti-Catholic polemicists, whose less-than-rudimentary Italian imputes cynicism to the Pope, infer from this that his reign and the papacy itself were a farce. If the Pope’s words were as claimed, he spoke of commedia as did Dante: the drama of the Pope’s life was ending, and he had fulfilled the work assigned him. It was a happy ending, though the world around him had passed through a terrible sadness of war.

			Aristotle’s concept of happiness as the goal of life is different from run-of-the-mill notions of happiness defined as feeling satisfied. His eudaemonia is the serenity that comes from a virtuous life lived with balance and dignity. 

			There are different kinds of laughter. Professor Ronald Berk (biostatistician emeritus of Johns Hopkins University), has categorized them: snicker, giggle, chuckle, chortle, laugh, cackle, guffaw, howl, shriek, roar, and convulsion. You can see how they gradually degenerate from Aristotelian serenity. One must be suspicious of the media cynosure, rampant in politics and such, who laughs habitually, with the same pose and bluster. I do not mean the madman who laughs at what is not funny, but the calculator who laughs for effect: sometimes out of insecurity and often to ingratiate and manipulate, a clown outside and a cad inside. It is the sardonic impulse of one who does not want the people on deck to see the looming iceberg, or who cajoles you into buying the Brooklyn Bridge.

			The Lady of Lourdes told St. Bernadette: “I promise you happiness — not in this world, but in the other.” The Lady did not laugh, but bestowed on Bernadette a smile that she keeps today in realms above. And the Lady’s Son is not recorded as guffawing (although His amiable fraternity was like none other), but He came that our joy might be full. “These things I have spoken to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you shall have distress; but have confidence, I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). 

			November 15, 2015
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			Prepared for Spiritual Combat
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			In February of 1943, the ill-prepared United States Army II Corps valiantly fought against the German-Italian Panzer Army at the Kasserine Pass in Tunisia, but had to retreat. The army did wake up, commanders were replaced, the troops regrouped, and eventually the war was won. This is a contemporary allegory, when we see the social consequences of poorly formed Catholics overwhelmed by secular forces that have no love for the Church.

			In the nineteenth century, Cardinal Newman warned that naïve Catholics would fall into “mass apostasy” through lack of preparedness in spiritual combat: 

			Do you think (the Prince of Lies) is so unskillful in his craft, as to ask you openly and plainly to join him in his warfare against the Truth? No; he offers you baits to tempt you. He promises you civil liberty; he promises you equality; he promises you trade and wealth; he promises you a remission of taxes; he promises you reform. This is the way in which he conceals from you the kind of work to which he is putting you; he tempts you to rail against your rulers and superiors; he does so himself, and induces you to imitate him; or he promises you illumination —  he offers you knowledge, science, philosophy, enlargement of mind. 

			He scoffs at times gone by; he scoffs at every institution which reveres them. He prompts you what to say, and then listens to you, and praises you, and encourages you. He bids you mount aloft. He shows you how to become as gods. Then he laughs and jokes with you, and gets intimate with you; he takes your hand, and gets his fingers between yours, and grasps them, and then you are his.194

			Many have warned about the consequences of yielding the Faith to false messiahs. Years before becoming Pope, Benedict XVI wrote: “Wherever politics tries to be redemptive, it is promising too much. Where it wishes to do the work of God, it becomes not divine, but demonic.”195 

			We are about to witness many outrages against the dignity of life by politicians who have taken advantage of nominal Christians.196 For starters, we may expect removal of the present administration’s ban on destructive embryonic research, and rejection of the Mexico City accords that restrained abortion and eugenics. Most immediately, the New York State legislature has proposed a bill removing the statute of limitations on lawsuits that would damage, and possibly bankrupt, Catholic and other private institutions. Since Cardinal Egan wrote his letter about this, the recent election gave both houses of the legislature to the party that favors this bill.

			As with the lesson of the Kasserine Pass, we are learning that there is no place for amateur soldiers in the army of the Lord. A short time from now, many will say: “We should have listened to the warnings.” 

			The hard response will be: “Why didn’t you?”

			November 16, 2008

			
				
					194	John Henry Newman, Tract 83, June 29, 1838.

				

				
					195	Benedict XVI, Truth and Tolerance (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), 116.

				

				
					196	Father Rutler proved correct in these predictions — made in the aftermath of the election of Barack Obama.
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			Where Earth and Heaven Meet 

			[image: ]

			The feast of the Dedication of the Basilica of St. John Lateran last week was a twofold reminder of the importance of that church, which is the Pope’s cathedral and, like all churches, an expression of the unity found in communion with the successor of St. Peter. It is also an important sign that all church buildings are expressions of Heaven.

			In Jerusalem, Our Lord said that if the Temple were destroyed, He would rebuild it in three days. He was speaking of His own body, for buildings come and go, but He lives forever. Yet He revered the earthly Temple and became most righteously angry, using a whip to drive out those who profaned it. Each one of us by baptism becomes a temple of the Holy Spirit, and the best way to keep that human shrine fit for God is to whip Satan out of it by going to confession.

			Church buildings are natural lodgings for the supernatural Church, which is why we should make them as beautiful as possible. Winston Churchill said, “We shape our buildings, and afterwards our buildings shape us.” 

			The art and skill with which we adorn churches in turn bring us closer to the Lord. It is not enough to believe in Christ. The acknowledgment of His divinity must move the soul to worship Him. “The devils also believe and tremble in fear” (James 2:19), because they refuse to worship him. Their fear is servile fear, and not the holy fear, or awe, that churches should evoke and encourage. It is the difference between being haunted and being holy.

			Jesus called the Temple “My Father’s house” because He is the Divine Son. We pray “Our Father” and not “My Father” because we are not divine by nature, but God “adopts” us as His children, and so church buildings express in stone what we are in flesh. They should not be like lecture halls or living rooms, but should be places where earth and Heaven meet. To enter a church is to confess that our relationship with God is a corporate obedience to His will and not an individualistic exercise of arbitrary opinions.

			Hundreds of churches have been destroyed recently in Iraq and Syria. Christians there paradoxically become ever more vividly Christian by their terrible suffering. When we get into a lather about merging churches in our city, and act as though the closing of a church building were the end of the world, we should rather ask ourselves if we could be servants of God without a particular building of which we have become fond. In all things, including church architecture, faith offers God the best we can give. But without the devotion of the heart, asceticism fades away into vain aestheticism. A wise liturgist once said that the best way to make a church beautiful is to fill it with people. 

			November 16, 2014
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			The One Who Stands Firm to the End

			[image: ]

			This past November 9 and 10 marked the seventy-fifth anniversary of Kristallnacht, when mobs attacked properties belonging to Jews in Berlin and other German cities. Synagogues, hospitals, and schools were defaced or destroyed, 91 were killed, and 30,000 Jews were sent to prototypical concentration camps. It was a bold declaration of the Nazi intent to destroy a people. Many Germans nobly acted with revulsion at what had become of their government. One man symbolic of such was Cardinal Michael von Faulhaber, archbishop of Munich, who helped the Chief Rabbi of the city rescue the Torah and sacred vessels before his synagogue was attacked. The Nazis ransacked the cardinal’s home and threatened him with Dachau. He survived all that, and in 1951 he ordained two young brothers, one of whom would become Pope Benedict XVI.

			This is not just a historical vignette, for tragic events often repeat themselves in different forms and circumstances when people ignore them, and much of the world in 1938 tried to treat Kristallnacht as an isolated incident with no portent of worse things to come. The sad fact is that our days are witnessing widespread hostility to Jews and Christians alike in many places, and much of the media turns its attention away. This is sometimes because there is an aversion to offending the persecutors, some of whom are assisted by U.S. tax money in the form of foreign aid and military assistance. Sometimes there is just a bias against Judeo-Christian culture on the part of secularists who are glad to see the followers of Western religion bleed — and fail to conclude that Western atheists might be next. Indeed, some Western sophisticates cast a blind eye to Nazism in the 1930s because the National Socialists explained themselves as enemies of Marxism.

			The revival of anti-Semitism in Europe today is accompanied by hostility to Christianity, and this is not limited to Europe. Many of our own public institutions deny freedom of speech to Christians, and public professions of faith in Christ receive a hostile reception in significant parts of academe. Christianity is evaporating in the Middle East as Christians are leaving countries where roots go back to the earliest apostolic foundations. The beheading of converts to Christianity hardly seems exceptional anymore. In Iran, Kazakh Christians are intimidated by the arrest of their pastors, and churches are destroyed from Egypt to Pakistan. The recent massacre of Christians in a Kenyan shopping mall could not be overlooked by the secular press, but it was soon forgotten, and there is little outrage at the imprisonment and torture of thousands of Christians in Eritrean desert camps. Countless Christians are being persecuted in odium fidei — “hatred of the Faith.” Their bravery should humble us who live in calmer places, but it is also a warning that echoes Christ Himself: “Everyone will hate you because of me, but the one who stands firm to the end will be saved” (Mark 13:13).

			November 17, 2013
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			Thanksgiving — the Beginning of Holiness
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			Thanksgiving Day is rather late in the year for a harvest festival. The fields have been harvested many weeks past, which is why most countries have their festivals in October. We urban dwellers are a bit fuzzy about these things. The closest we get to amber waves of grain may be Gristedes. Frozen foods and air transport mean that we can eat any kind of vegetable any time of year, and Chilean sea bass is not exotic in Manhattan anymore. Thanksgiving Day attests that the earth’s bounty is not to be taken for granted, and that we have been especially blessed in our nation with a freedom from want that is unique in history. 

			This day is one time when the Church obliges the bidding of the civil government for prayer. It is not a holy day of obligation, for such holy days celebrate aspects of the mystery of redemption. The president asks all citizens to give thanks to God for all of our nation’s blessings, the first of which is the bread by which we live. 

			It is ironic that the Puritan settlers in the Plymouth Colony are so much associated with a thanksgiving feast, because they were dogmatically opposed to ritual feasts, and they had rejected the Holy Eucharist, which supernatural grace makes into the highest possible act of thanksgiving. We have been told often enough that eucharist is “thanksgiving” in Greek. 

			Thanksgiving is almost a definition of civility, Puritan or Catholic. Parents begin to civilize their little ones when they get a gift: “What do you say?” And the answer “thank you” starts the child on the paths of all good things. This is more than a lesson in etiquette. It is training in the art of an eternal grace: saying thanks to the giver changes a passive receiver into an active associate of some sort. That is not putting it well, but it does help to explain how gracious thanksgiving can make people into good citizens, earthly and heavenly, by making them patriots and saints. The categories are not inseparable, but neither are they contradictory. 

			A nation that ignores its God loses its soul, the way any individual does. In time of war, a day of thanksgiving remembers the harvest fields, but also the battlefields,197 praying for the victory of justice, and thanking God for a civilization that we took too often for granted without saying “thank you,” until it was attacked before our very eyes. 

			November 18, 2001

			
				
					197	This column was written in anticipation of the first Thanksgiving after 9/11.
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			Prophets without Honor

			[image: ]

			Our Lord predicted that “the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light” (Mark 13:24). In every generation, there will be efforts to block Christ (the sun) and muffle the voice of His Church (the moon).

			Cardinal Consalvi reminded Napoleon that even weak bishops for nineteen centuries had not been able to block the voice of Christ. A century and a half later, when his Vichy government claimed Catholic credentials but promoted genocide, Pierre Laval blustered, “Nobody and nothing can sway me from my determination to rid France of foreign Jews. Cardinals and bishops have intervened, but everyone is a master of his own trade. They handle religion. I handle government.” Three years later, Laval was executed, and in 1981 a chief object of Laval’s threats, Cardinal Gerlier, was posthumously declared “Righteous among the Nations” by Yad Vashem.

			In 1980, Cardinal Medeiros of Boston wrote: “Those who make abortion possible by law cannot separate themselves from the guilt which accompanies this horrendous crime and deadly sin.” Shortly afterward, the cardinal visited my college in Rome. He recounted how Senator Edward Kennedy told him: “You do your business, and I’ll do mine.” The next year, Cardinal Madieros died unexpectedly in heart surgery at the age of sixty-seven.

			On November 12, the bishop of Providence, Thomas J. Tobin, responded to a public comment of Congressman Patrick Kennedy, who had said: “The fact that I disagree with the hierarchy on some issues does not make me any less of a Catholic.” The bishop asked, “What does it mean to be a Catholic?” and then quoted the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith: “It would be a mistake to confuse the proper autonomy exercised by Catholics in political life with the claim of a principle that prescinds from the moral and social teaching of the Church.” The bishop gave a checklist for being a Catholic that applies to each of us: 

			Do you accept the teachings of the Church on essential matters of faith and morals, including our stance on abortion? Do you belong to a local Catholic community, a parish? Do you attend Mass on Sundays and receive the sacraments regularly? Do you support the Church personally, publicly, spiritually and financially?

			In 1947 Cardinal Ritter of St. Louis threatened to excommunicate any of his flock who tried to stop the racial integration of Catholic schools, and in 1962 Archbishop Rummel of New Orleans did in fact excommunicate a judge and two other Catholics for opposing desegregation. The media hailed them as prophets. But when newer bishops in the mold of Benedict XVI refuse to play courtier to decadent dynasties, voices older than Laval, and as old as Pilate, whine with a tone of lèse-majesté: “Mind your own business.”

			November 22, 2009
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			The End of the Beginning
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			On September 27, 1959, His Eminence Francis Cardinal Spellman solemnly blessed the Church of Our Saviour. The parish had been chartered on September 30, 1955, and the first Sunday Mass was celebrated in the Midston House, which stood on the site of the present Doral Hotel. Daily services began on Ash Wednesday in 1956 in a provisional chapel at 72 Park Avenue. Auxiliary Bishop Joseph Donahue broke ground for the church on April 1 of the same year, and on Christmas Eve, 1957, the Blessed Sacrament was transferred from the little chapel to the completed undercroft of the new church, where the first Mass was celebrated on Christmas Day. Construction continued on the rest of the building, and the upper church was first used on Ash Wednesday in 1959. 

			An aluminum company offered to donate the complete structural frame of the church, provided that the design be in the latest modernistic style of the 1950s. This was not done, and that nadir of architecture did not inflict an eyesore on Park Avenue. Because no expense seemed to be spared, we have what we now have: all the bronze work, woodcarvings, and inlays are treasures. Modern engineering enhanced Romanesque design, and the newspapers marveled at the skill used to place the two Languedoc marble columns in the sanctuary, six tons each, which, after being quarried in France, were polished in Italy and remain the largest uncut marble columns in the city. Factors including the immense expense of construction made payment of the mortgage debt a long process. Some thought it would never be paid, and many even said Cardinal Spellman had made a mistake. 

			The Code of Canon Law as it then obtained did not allow for the consecration of a church in debt. One could not give to God what was owned by a bank. The church was dedicated and the altars consecrated, with relics, but the full consecration, with anointing of the walls, would await the payment of the mortgage. The Solemn Dedication of the church on December 9 will complete the rituals begun in 1959. 

			As we look forward to Thanksgiving Day, we add gratitude that this dedication also approaches. Like a graduation or an ordination, it is in truth the completion of a preparation. The work of caring for what we have inherited and growing in Christian witness now enters a new phase. Some of our original parishioners are still with us, and deserve to enjoy these moments. Many new parishioners and friends will want to do their part. 

			We can be Churchillian about this spiritual challenge by saying that it is not the end, it is not even the beginning of the end, but it is the end of the beginning. 

			November 24, 2002

		

	
		
			Christ the King
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			No State Can Rewrite Reality

			[image: ]

			The Solemnity of Our Lord Jesus Christ, King of the Universe, is a modern celebration. Pope Pius XI added it to the liturgical calendar in 1925, inspired to contradict the growing statism of communist and fascist movements that would give the civil authority preeminence over all human affairs.

			Eight decades ago, in Germany, Bishop Johannes Schmidt preached on the feast of Christ the King against the neo-pagan attempt of the National Socialists to replace the spiritual realm of the Church with a new social order based on racism and national interests. The Vatican Radio broadcast his “magnificent sermon” to Germany in German, including his comment that no state has a right to rewrite reality: “Twice two makes four, whether you are a Japanese, a German or an Eskimo. There is a truth common to all mankind, and every nation is but a different incarnation of the same truth about man.”

			There are influences in our culture today that want Christ to abdicate His throne by having the Church abandon the truths of the Faith. There are also bolder attempts to overturn Christ’s kingship through judicial arrogance. Today, you can read their opinions in the newspapers as they say: “We have no king but Caesar.” It is a repetition of the moral arrogance that Pope Pius XI addressed when governments of his time attacked the sanctity of life through eugenics and social engineering. 

			Then as now, marriage was in the crosshairs, for if Caesar is to rule reality, he must be allowed to subvert natural law. This includes redefining marriage, the very core of civilization, an indissoluble bond between a man and a woman. It is significant that Pope Alexander III, who canonized St. Thomas Becket, that defender of Christ the King against an earthly ruler, also issued some four hundred decretals (papal edicts on doctrine or Church law) on the sanctity of marriage. Later attempts of the secretly married Protestant archbishop Cranmer to permit a system of divorce were not sanctioned for three centuries in English civil law. Even then, Lord Russell of Killowen lamented, “What was once a holy estate enduring for the joint lives of the spouses is steadily assuming the characteristics of a contract for a tenancy at will.”

			Cultural sanity can only return with obedience to the Kingship of Christ, and no congress, or supreme court, or synod can contradict him without contradicting its own integrity. In 1970, Blessed Pope Paul VI changed the feast of Christ the King to the climactic Sunday of the liturgical year, to declare to all the world that our Divine Sovereign “was and is and is to come.” On that solemnity in 1997, St. John Paul II said:

			His was a shameful death, but it represents a confirmation of the Gospel proclamation of the kingdom of God. In the eyes of his enemies, that death should have been proof that all he had said and done was false: “He is the King of Israel; let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe in him” (Mt 27:42). He did not come down from the cross but, like the Good Shepherd, he gave his life for his sheep (cf. Jn 10:11). The confirmation of his royal power, however, came a little later when on the third day he rose from the dead, revealing himself as “the first-born of the dead” (Rv 1:5).

			November 23, 2014
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			Shall God Be Driven from the Public Square? 

			[image: ]

			The Statuary Hall in the Capitol in Washington has fifty statues, each representing a hero of each of the fifty states. Three of them are of Catholic priests: Father Eusebio Kino of Arizona, Blessed Junipero Serra of California, and Blessed Damien de Veuster of Hawaii.

			These priestly presences may irritate the secularists who are trying to renovate our public buildings into temples of self-exaltation. The Ten Commandments are engraved on the Supreme Court building — where guides now refer to them as “Ten Amendments.”198 There are efforts to remove references to God from the burial rites in Arlington National Cemetery.

			A visitors’ center in the Capitol finally is being completed at a mind-boggling cost of $600 million of your tax money. Typical of government projects, its completion is several years late and hundreds of millions of dollars over budget. While its marble corridors will feature displays of Earth Day celebrations and AIDS rallies along with information about industry, it will ignore the Christian roots and heritage of our country. The original plans left out the national motto “In God We Trust,” and the arrival of Christian missionaries was mentioned in passing as an “invasion.” To date, 108 members of Congress have signed a petition against this disservice to history.

			It would be easy to exploit this out of demagoguery, and some politicians do indeed like to pose righteously protesting against “the removal of God” from our culture. That kind of rhetoric itself betrays some insecurity about God’s ability to be God. God cannot be removed from anything because He is eternal and omnipresent. Attempts to marginalize God only marginalize those who try. The Catholic should understand this better than anyone, for the Holy Church outlives all nations and cultures. In the practical order, however, many nominal Catholics do not realize how they have been invaded by banal agnosticism and degraded by cultural mediocrity. Once in preparing a wedding, a bride from another part of the country wanted excerpts from Ernest Hemingway and Kahlil Gibran read as scripture in the sacrament of holy matrimony. Her reaction to my refusal was the indignation of an indulged youth who had never been denied access to a parallel universe of sentimental delights. It has been observed that even many self-styled Christians seek no Savior for they do not know that there is anything to be saved from.

			A presidential proclamation of Thanksgiving Day enshrines a civic obligation to the Divine Creator, but for some it is a vestigial tribute to custom, encroached by football and parades. No president is a pontiff, and civic prayers are only commentary on the Eucharistic duty of the stewards of God’s creation. So the feast of Christ the King, which we celebrate today, puts all civic intuitions of God into perspective, and reminds us that Jesus was crowned with thorns by self-satisfied people who hymned their way to destruction by shouting, “We have no king but Caesar” (John 19:15).

			November 23, 2008

			
				
					198	Bob Unruh, “Ten Commandments Stunner: Feds Lying at Supreme Court,”
WND.com, November 14, 2006, http://www.wnd.com/.
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			Evil to Resist; Holiness to Attain

			[image: ]

			Our former church was begun in 1857 and rebuilt after a fire in 1892. When I kneel before the high altar, which was moved to its present location in 1907 to make room for the Pennsylvania Station, I think of how the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass has been offered there through the Civil War with its draft riots and lynchings, and two World Wars, as well as Korea and Vietnam, with their victory parades and funerals for the young men killed in them. Workers and firemen who worshipped at this altar were killed at the World Trade Center. Every altar in the world is a focus of the human drama, and while Christ died once and rose in victory, never to die again, His death transcends time in His merciful union with all human suffering. This is why Pascal said paradoxically in his Pensées that the Risen Christ “is in agony on the Mount of Olives until the end of the world.”

			When the haters of remnant Christian civilization struck Paris last Friday the thirteenth, many kept saying that it was “unreal” and “inexplicable.” But the blood was real, and the cruelty was totally explicable by the history of false religion and its embrace of evil. Fittingly, when the attack began in that concert hall, the band was playing a cacophonous piece, barely distinguishable from gunfire, called “Kiss the Devil.” Only those afflicted with the illusion of secular progressivism as a substitute for the gospel seemed bewildered. Evil is real and explicable by the Fall of Man. Through the battles that have been fought and endured as Mass was being said on our altar, those who knelt here have promised to renounce Satan, and all his evil works, and all his empty promises.

			It is different now that a whole generation has been taught to think that there is no evil to resist, and no holiness to attain. The highest ambition of our new, therapeutic culture is no loftier than the desire to “feel good” about oneself. We were solaced by politicians telling us that ISIS has been “contained” and is less dangerous than climate change. While Christians in the Middle East were being slaughtered in what the Pope himself called genocide — although our own State Department refused to call it that — coddled and foul-mouthed students on our college campuses were indulging psychodramatic claims of hurt feelings and low self-esteem. They are not the stuff of which civilization’s heroes are made, and when the barbarians flood the gates, their teddy bears and balloons will be of little use.

			Christ is the King of the Universe because “he is before all things and in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:17). To deny that is to be left in a moral whirlwind, thinking that evil is unreal and the actions of evil people have no explanation.

			November 22, 2015
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			The Throne of Grace
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			Thanksgiving Day affords countless causes for thanks, not the least of which is that our nation got off to a good start with so many honest people trying to establish a society respectful of God and His blessings. George Washington proclaimed the first Thanksgiving Day in 1789. He had not planned on being president, though he knew that many wanted him. In 1783, after resigning his command of the army at a farewell in Annapolis, he mounted his horse and rode back to Mount Vernon. When the American-born painter Benjamin West told King George III that Washington had given up his power, the general’s old foe said, “If he does that, he will be the greatest man in the world.”

			Earthly governance is part of the natural order for the establishment of the “tranquility of order,” as St. Augustine taught. While bad rulers have been countless, there have also been saints who ruled with crown and scepter: Canute of the Danes, Charles of Flanders, David of Scotland, Edmund of East Anglia, Edward of England, Stephen of Hungary, Wenceslaus of Bohemia, Eric of Sweden, Louis of France, Ludwig of Thuringia, and most recently, Karl of Austria, to name but a few.

			But as “uneasy lies the head that wears the crown,” so too can the king lay heavy burdens on the people. The prophet Samuel warned the Jews against taking on a king, saying he would “take your sons and appoint them to his chariots. . . . He will take the tenth of your grain. . . . He will take the tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his slaves” (1 Sam. 8:10–17).

			The excesses of bad rulers have been lurid in our time. Probably the worst right now is the communist imperium of North Korea, where the ruling Kim family has made itself a cult, punishing anyone who worships God instead of its hereditary leader. In that bizarre society, all international communications are banned, and anyone possessing a Bible is subject to execution. In the latest of many atrocities, on November 3, eighty Christians and other dissidents were shot before a crowd of ten thousand, including children forced to watch. Then their families were sent to almost certain death in prison camps.

			The Holy Church appoints the last Sunday of the liturgical year as the feast of Christ the King, dedicating all human order to His rule. A venerable prayer begins: “O Lord our heavenly Father, the high and mighty Ruler of the universe, who dost from thy throne behold all the dwellers upon earth . . .” 

			God’s throne is the power of grace that holds all physical creatures in an ordered unity and inspires moral life toward eternal happiness. Without Him nothing holds together, and chaos reigns because, as one liturgical preface says, “Before him, all earthly rule is a shadow and a passing breath.”

			November 24, 2013
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