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n the past, magazines and books
were understood to be collaborative,
communal creations, except for

small self-published works. Yes, Thoreau
penned his journal entries in the privacy
of his hand-built hermitage at Walden
Pond, and the redheaded recluse Emily
Dickinson wrote and locked away in a
chest thousands of her poems. But nei-
ther Walden nor Dickinson’s volumes of
poetry were published until other peo-
ple, including a couple of editors, inter-
vened (including the editors who
botched her early poems). 

Editing isn’t the oldest profession,
but editors have been around for ages.
Scripture, for example, has been redact-
ed over thousands of years. And the
edited library we call the Bible (or
“divine revelation,” as though it were a
single message streamed from above)
still keeps editors employed. 

To authors, editors may be many
things: instigators who invite them to
create a work; coaches who encourage
the “baby” through the birth canal;
publishers who ensure that a work sees
the light of day; and agents who pro-
mote a work, sometimes in multiple
formats in order to spread the author’s
message. Editors are also judges, rightly
or wrongly rejecting a work they deem
inferior, inappropriate, redundant or
untimely. An editor’s suggested changes
aim to help both the author and the
reader communicate better and more
effectively. Why should you care, dear
reader? You reap the benefits.

Yet an editor’s partnership with
readers is seldom understood. That’s
because the editor’s work takes place
before publication on the reader’s
behalf. When editors ask authors ques-
tions, it is in their capacity as the read-
er’s stand-in. If an editor finds a passage
to be unclear, the logic goes, then some
other readers will also probably find it
unclear. The more editors who weigh
in, the better the piece. At America, we
edit each other’s work—what we write
and what we edit. This process of quali-

ty control also teaches editors humility,
a spiritual virtue. So does the simple
fact that no matter how hard an editor
works to improve or distill a
manuscript, the reader benefits and the
author gets the byline and the credit. 

That can make editing seem like a
thankless labor—thankless, but vital.
As an editor for nearly 30 years, I have
read thousands of manuscripts both
before and after publication. I have seen
the enormous improvement good edit-
ing makes. When I started working as
an assistant editor at Commonweal in
1984, I had no editing experience. But I
worked alongside editors who could see
the value of good ideas, even when
expressed in a less than felicitous style.
We editors transformed those pieces.
That same invaluable service remains
part of what we at America call our
media ministry. 

There are other spiritual elements of
editing, like being open-minded toward
unsolicited material and assessing fairly
the work of any author—unknown or
well known. Editors have to read empa-
thetically and critically. As a listener I do
all I can to follow a writer’s story, argu-
ment or insight, while suspending my
own biases. As a critic I ask questions,
challenge assumptions and play the
opposition. Editors have to practice dis-
cernment about what to publish when
and learn to negotiate respectfully with
authors. This can be tricky in the pres-
sure cooker of deadlines and controver-
sy. It takes patience. To serve readers, an
editor must understand their interests,
reasons for reading, education and back-
ground. Editors also have to mentor
young writers/editors with talent and
substance to communicate. 

Why play this backstage role? Maybe
because it is a miracle play we are stag-
ing. What else do you call reading and
writing—those squiggles on a page that
transmit what lies deep in one person’s
mind and heart to millions of others
across culture, time and distance?

KAREN SUE SMITH
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CURRENT COMMENT

A Syrian Rashomon
Akira Kurosawa’s classic film, “Rashomon,” pioneered a
style of cinematic narrative in which the viewer learns the
story from the point of view of several participants. It
would take an artist of Mr. Kurosawa’s skill to tell the
many-sided story of Syrian Christians in their country’s
civil war. There are so many actors that one expert, after
listing six hierarchs from five Eastern churches and the
Latin-rite bishop—all in Aleppo alone—asked, “So, who’s
speaking for the Christians in Aleppo?” 

George Sabra, a spokesman for the opposition Syrian
National Council and a Christian, claims there are
Christians, who comprise 10 percent of Syria’s population,
at every level of the resistance to Bashar al-Assad’s regime.
In contrast, Sister Agnes Mariam of the Cross, a
spokeswoman for the media center of the Melkite
Archdiocese of Homs, claims the resistance “is not fighting
for freedom,” but for “fundamentalist” (that is, Muslim)
values. She also accused opposition fighters of targeting
religious minorities and Sunni moderates. The outspoken
Italian Jesuit Paolo Dall’Oglio, exiled from Syria in June
after more than 30 years there, accused the sister of taking
the government’s side. The Melkite patriarch, Gregory III
Laham, while affirming the freedom the church has
enjoyed from the Baathist regime, has protested accusa-
tions that the hierarchy has colluded with the Assad
regime. 

A significant number of Christian leaders are advocat-
ing musalaha, a strategy that embraces nonviolence, recon-
ciliation and peace. On the ground, this has led to
Christians and Muslims providing mutual aid to one
another and protection from assaults by both sides. This
strategy may prove a costly form of Gospel witness, but it
may also prepare the ground for post-conflict peacemaking
on the model of Blessed John Paul II’s maxim, “No peace
without justice, no justice without forgiveness.”

The Greatest 
Since the tabloid culture trivialized public virtue by the
indiscriminate use of the term hero, it is refreshing when a
publication gives an overused term like greatest a sharper
definition. Nation Books has published The 100 Greatest
Americans of the 20th Century: A Social Justice Hall of Fame,
by Peter Dreier, a distinguished professor of politics at
Occidental College. Greatness, for Mr. Dreier, describes
those who make the United States “a more just, equal and
democratic society.” His choices are activists, intellectuals,

artists and politicians. For this reason Mr. Dreier leaves out
famous personalities like Ernest Hemingway, Babe Ruth
and Charles Lindbergh and names no philanthropists. 

The only presidents included are Theodore Roosevelt,
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Lyndon Johnson; Albert
Einstein is one of the few scientists; and the only philoso-
pher is John Dewey. Members of the clergy include
Abraham Heschel, Martin Luther King Jr. and James
Lawson, who applied Gandhi’s tactics to the civil rights
movement. Catholics, by baptism and heritage, include
William J. Brennan, Cesar Chavez, Tom Hayden, Michael
Harrington and Dorothy Day. 

Theodore Roosevelt makes it in spite of his imperial-
ism; Lyndon Johnson in spite of Vietnam. No one listed,
says Mr. Dreier, is a saint. However the Catholic philoso-
pher Jacques Maritain thought otherwise, once suggesting
that the tough Chicago community organizer Saul Alinsky,
who is included, was one. 

Political Thrill-Seeking
Cardinal Timothy Dolan of New York deftly dodged polit-
ical controversy by finessing an invitation to both party
conventions this year, joining a distinguished list of U.S.
Catholic leaders who had historic, if sometimes regrettable,
occasion to comingle with U.S. partisan politics. The entry
of church figures into that sometimes unsavory world
comes with tremendous risks. That is particularly true at
this time, when cultural polarization threatens to widen
cultural and spiritual gulfs within the church itself.

While Cardinal Dolan’s office stated that he “was com-
ing solely as a pastor, only to pray, not to endorse any
party, platform, or candidate,” both parties will no doubt
scramble to spin his visitations to their advantage.
Likewise, Simone Campbell, S.S.S., of Network, runs the
risk of politicizing Catholic teaching through her appear-
ance at the Democratic convention. It is not unreasonable
to caution any church figure against appearing too closely
aligned with a particular political party, but is it desirable
for the church to remain angelically above the fray as the
nation confronts an inevitable mixture of social, political
and moral challenges? No. The church is not a sect in
retreat from the world but a force of hope and change in
optimistic and loving encounter with the world. It cannot
retreat from any stage, certainly not the political, where its
message of mercy and justice could do some good. All the
same, church leaders must remain alert to the dangers that
accompany a too-close association with the messages and
messengers of the times. 



he International Atomic Energy Agency reports
that Iran continues to advance its nuclear program.
It has built hundreds of new centrifuges in a deep

underground facility to increase its ability to produce low-
enriched uranium. Iran claims the program is for peaceful
purposes like producing medical isotopes. Others suspect
that Iran intends to build a nuclear weapon. U.S. intelligence,
at present, does not believe Iran has made this decision. 

The Obama administration insists “there is time and
space” for continued diplomatic efforts, which have included
multilateral negotiations with the P5+1 coalition (the U.N.
Security Council’s five permanent members plus Germany)
and economic sanctions. Meanwhile, Israel’s deputy foreign
minister, Danny Ayalon, has encouraged the United States
and other major powers to “declare today that the talks have
failed.” There is speculation that Israel will attack Iran’s
nuclear sites before the U.S. election. 

Former U.S. Defense Secretary Robert Gates has
said, “If you think war in Iraq was hard, an attack on Iran
would be catastrophic,” and it would only set back Iran’s
nuclear program by two or three years. Striking nuclear sites
also risks ecological devastation and human exposure to
nuclear radiation. Meir Dagan, a former Israeli intelligence
chief, has warned, “A bombing would be considered an act
of war, and there would be an unpredictable counterattack
against us.” An aggressive Iranian response could result in
the loss of thousands of lives and the spread of terrorism,
especially against U.S. troops in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

The Obama administration should not participate,
directly or indirectly, in an Israeli military strike against Iran
and should strongly caution the Israeli government against
such an act. So far, diplomatic efforts have failed to persuade
Tehran to become more cooperative. As more people “fear
the worst”—a nuclear-armed Iran—and begin to accept war
as inevitable, the present moment urgently demands re-
evaluating the standoff from a fresh perspective.

What might create a new opportunity for successful
diplomacy? During the cold war, national episcopal confer-
ences took up the question of nuclear deterrence, and in 1982
Blessed John Paul II clarified that nuclear deterrence may be
morally acceptable only “as a step on the way toward a pro-
gressive disarmament.” Thirty years later, nuclear weapons are
a permanent fixture in national security strategies; deterrence
has become institutionalized. In 2006 Pope Benedict XVI

called this situation “baneful” and “com-
pletely fallacious.”

In a message addressed to the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
review conference in 2010, the pope
advocated “the creation of zones free of
nuclear weapons, with a view to their complete elimination
from the planet.” Archbishop Celestino Migliore, former
permanent observer of the Holy See to the United Nations,
specifically called for such a zone in the Middle East. 

In this spirit, the international community should
press Israel to end its longstanding policy of “deliberate
ambiguity” and to bring its nuclear weapon capacity—
believed to consist of between 100 and 200 nuclear war-
heads—into public light. Israel should sign the treaty, open
its nuclear facilities to I.A.E.A. inspections and safeguards
and commit itself to “effective measures” toward a “general
and complete [nuclear] disarmament under strict and effec-
tive international control,” as the treaty requires. This is con-
sistent with the U.S. goal of “universal adherence” to the
treaty, and it represents a critical step toward creating a
nuclear-weapon-free zone in the Middle East, an objective
supported by 64 percent of Israeli Jews, according to a survey
in November 2011 by the Dahaf Polling Institute in Israel. 

It is likewise time for the nuclear-armed states that are
signatory to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty to ask
some critical questions about their own nuclear weapon
policies and participation in international agreements. It is
disingenuous for the Obama administration to demand
transparency and cooperation from Iran while the United
States continues to invest more than $30 billion annually
into maintaining and modernizing its 1,737 deployed nucle-
ar weapons. Like Iran, the United States has commitments
under the N.P.T. Nuclear-weapon states are obliged to
progress toward a “general and complete [nuclear] disarma-
ment.” The aim of the treaty is to create a world free of
nuclear weapons, a task unequivocally supported by
Catholic social teaching. 

Only when the United States and Israel take concrete
and effective steps toward nuclear disarmament will they
possess the requisite moral authority to challenge Iran (and
other nations) to abide by their international agreements.
This is absolutely necessary if there is ever to be a genuine
and lasting peace.

T
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fy themselves as pro-life, but the
party’s refusal to budge on its pro-
abortion stance leaves pro-lifers like
her out in the cold. Richey, for one, is
tiring of the struggle. She said she will
be voting for Republican presidential
candidate Mitt Romney this
November.

The Democratic Party is supposed
to be a big tent with room for all,
Richey said, but a better analogy
would be that it is a bus. “And we’re in
the back of it.”

I S R A E L / W E S T  B A N K

Anti-Christian
Attack Deplored

merican-born Rabbi Dov
Lipman came bearing flowers
and a message of peace, but he

left the Abbey of Latroun, an oasis of
worship along the border between the

uttons were available at the Democrats for Life of America forum on
Sept. 4 during the 2012 Democratic National Convention in
Charlotte, N.C. “Do We Count?” the buttons asked. The forum was

an effort by pro-life Democrats to examine the question: “Can you be pro-
life in a pro-choice party?” The answer to both questions was mixed.

Many participants believed there was room to make a dent in the
Democratic Party’s staunch support for abortion rights, in spite of
Democrats for Life’s recent failure to get the party to alter its pro-choice
plank in the 2012 platform. Kathy Dahlkemper, a former member of the
U.S. House of Representatives from Pennsylvania, lost her seat to a pro-life
Republican. Being pro-life in a pro-choice party, said Dahlkemper, can be a
lonely place. “Some Democrats wish we would just go away,” she said.

She said the Democratic Party and its major fundraisers on the abortion
issue do not fully support pro-life Democrats. Planned Parenthood and
NARAL Pro-Choice America also make sure that pro-life Democrats face
opposition in primary races, she said.

Members of Democrats for Life said the lack of support for pro-life
Democrats by the national party has caused their numbers in Congress to

SIGNS OF THE TIMES

dwindle, edged out by pro-life
Republicans or pro-abortion rights
Democrats. There were 125 pro-life
Democrats in Congress in 1978; today
there are only 17.

Both Dahlkemper and former Rep.
Bart Stupak of Michigan, who retired
in 2011, said the Democrats will not
achieve a majority in Congress without
enlisting pro-life Democrats—a point
Kristen Day, executive director of
Democrats for Life of America, which
sponsored the forum, echoed in her
lobbying work.

Day said there were signs of
progress for pro-life Democrats this
year. For the first time in years, pro-life
Democrats were allowed to make a
presentation to the platform commit-
tee on including “neutral” language
about abortion in the 2012 platform.
Their proposed language acknowl-
edged that Democrats have “deeply
held and sometimes differing positions
on issues of personal conscience, like
abortion and the death penalty” but

said all are welcome in the party.
“We believe that we can reduce the

number of abortions because we are
united in our support for policies that
assist families who find themselves in
crisis or unplanned pregnancies,” the
proposal said. “We believe that women
deserve to have a breadth of options
available as they face pregnancy:
including, among others, support and
resources needed to handle the chal-
lenges of pregnancy, adoption and par-
enthood; access to education, health
care, child care and appropriate child
support.”

But not even this language was
acceptable to the platform committee,
Day said. The 2008 language stayed in
the document “with one more sen-
tence added to make it more pro-
choice,” Day noted.

According to Eva Richey, head of
the North Carolina chapter of
Democrats for Life of America, there
are 21 million Democrats who identi-

2 0 1 2  E L E C T I O N S

Democrat and Pro-Life? 
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occupied West Bank and Israel, with
rolled-up sleeves and the faint aroma of
paint remover. Lipman had felt moved
to respond personally to anti-Christian
graffiti spray-painted on the walls of
the monastery. The 122-year-old
Cistercian abbey, 10 miles west of
Jerusalem, had been vandalized on
Sept. 4, apparently the work of the
right-wing, pro-settlement “price tag”
group in retaliation for the eviction of
the residents at Migron, a nearby illegal
Israeli outpost, two days before.

Migron’s status had been disputed
for years in Israeli courts before its 50
families were finally evicted. The out-
post had been built at least in part on
privately owned Palestinian lands. The
“price tag” movement has been respon-
sible for similar attacks on Palestinian
sites in the aftermath of such moves
against illegal Israeli settlements or
outposts. The attackers normally tar-
get Palestinians and Arabs and usually
involve the torching and vandalism of

cars, mosques and olive trees. But
“price tag” attacks have widened in
scope. Recent targets have included
Israeli anti-settlement activists and
Baptist and Greek Orthodox houses
of worship—even the Israeli army.

The early-morning attack at
Latroun was condemned by the U.S.
State Department, Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu, average Israelis
and even the residents of the outpost
that had been evacuated. Vandals set
fire to the entrance door of the
monastery and spray-painted anti-
Christian slogans in Hebrew on its
walls along with the names of Migron
and other West Bank outposts.

Rabbi Lipman had been accompa-
nying a group of religious and secular
Israelis who visited the abbey the
morning after the attack in a show of
solidarity. He said: “When we were
just about to leave and workers were
cleaning the door of the monastery
that was lit on fire, and there was a guy
who was scrubbing [graffiti] that said
‘Jesus was a monkey,’ I felt, how could
I just give them flowers and walk away
while this terrible thing another Jew
did was up there. So I asked if we
could help clean it away…. We didn’t
walk away until it was removed. I’m
glad we did. It was wonderful to be

part of the ‘tikkun’ [repair].”
Israeli Defense Minister Ehud

Barak condemned the attack and
issued a call “to the Shin Bet, the police
and state prosecution to tackle Jewish
terrorism.” He said, “This must be
fought with an iron fist, and we must
put an end to these severe phe-
nomenon that stain the name of the
state of Israel. We are obligated to
uproot this phenomenon.”

A statement from the Jewish
Council for Public Affairs deplored
the “disgusting attack, painful to the
Christian community and all who
hold mutual understanding, diversity,
and tolerance to be important demo-
cratic values.” The Assembly of
Catholic Ordinaries of the Holy Land
urged Israeli authorities to “act to put
an end to this senseless violence and to
ensure a ‘teaching of respect’ in schools
for all those who call this land home.”

The Palestinian Authority also
called on Israel to bring the perpetra-
tors to justice. “Several mosques have
been attacked in recent months, but
little or nothing has been done,” said a
P.A. statement. “The extremist poli-
cies of the Israeli government, marked
by intolerance, encourage settler hate
crimes against Palestinians and their
places of worship.”

Cleaning up. A Trappist monastery outside Jerusalem on Sept. 4.

Democratic delegates
at prayer on Sept. 5.
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opinion around” but added, “I now
know this was an illusion.” Conlon said
U.S. bishops still needed to clarify
emerging questions about how to deal
with issues like child pornography and
“boundary violations,” but he said
bishops “are gravely weakened and in
need of assistance” in developing poli-
cies and changing public perceptions.
Conlon said, “Our credibility on the
subject of child abuse is shredded,
[but] you may have a better chance.
People—in the church, outside the
church and hanging on the edge—
need to know that real progress is
being made.”

Stop Global Warming
In a statement released in August,
the Franciscan Action Network
called on Barack Obama and Mitt

Romney “to acknowledge that cli-
mate change is an extremely critical
ecological and moral issue and iden-
tify actions they would undertake to
address this threat to life on Earth.”
The group said, “During this elec-
tion campaign we cannot allow the
candidates to simply bury their
heads in the sand.” Sister Marie
Lucey, O.S.F., the network’s director
of advocacy, said: “This presidential
election has critical implications not
just for our generation but for gener-
ations to come. What kind of Earth
are we going to leave our children
and future generations? Do we love
them enough to put care for God’s
creation ahead of our individual and
corporate interests?”

On Aug. 29 Catholic Charities USA created
a special Hurricane Isaac Fund to help fund
its immediate and long-term response to
widespread damage left behind by the storm.
• Benedict Groeschel, C.F.R., a well-
known Catholic author and television per-
sonality, has given up his longtime spot on
the cable network EWTN after making
comments that seemed to excuse some priest
pedophiles as “seduced” by teens; he later apologized. • South Africa’s
Archbishop Desmond Tutu refused to share a platform during a con-
ference in Johannesburg with former British Prime Minister Tony
Blair and suggested that Blair and former U.S. President George W.
Bush should be tried for war crimes related to the invasion of Iraq. •
The freshmen class at Chicago’s St. Patrick’s High School is the first
in the archdiocese to use iPads during daily instruction in a move to
replace textbooks for the entire student body by 2014. • New York’s
Archbishop Timothy Dolan offered the benediction at both major
party conventions this year, and Sister Simone Campbell, executive
director of Network, said during an address at the Democratic Party
convention in Charlotte, N.C., on Sept. 5 that U.S. nuns “agree with
our bishops” in criticizing Republican budget proposals.

N E W S B R I E F S
Cardinal Martini’s 
Final Thoughts
Italian Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini,
a Jesuit, renowned biblical scholar, for-
mer archbishop of Milan and one-time
“progressive” candidate for the papacy,
died on Aug. 31 at the age of 85 after a
long battle with Parkinson’s disease.
He was still making headlines after his
death when his final interview was
published in Italy. In it he described
the church as “200 years out of date”
and said the pedophilia scandals
“oblige” the church to begin “a journey
of transformation.” He said, “Our cul-
ture has aged, our churches are big and
empty and the church bureaucracy
rises up; our rituals and our cassocks
are pompous.... The church must
admit its mistakes and begin a radical
change, starting from the pope and the
bishops.” Cardinal Martini was known
as a strong pastor and as a thoughtful
advocate of wider discussion and dia-
logue on controversial church posi-
tions. At various times, he expressed
openness to allowing married Latin-
rite priests, ordaining women as dea-
cons and allowing Communion for
some divorced Catholics.

‘Shredded’ Credibility
The U.S. Catholic bishops’ point man
on sexual abuse said the hierarchy’s
credibility on fixing the problem is
“shredded” and that the situation is
comparable to the Reformation, when
“the episcopacy, the regular clergy, even
the papacy were discredited.” On Aug.
13 Bishop R. Daniel Conlon of Joliet,
Ill., spoke at the National Safe
Environment and Victim Assistance
Coordinators Leadership Conference
in Omaha, Neb. He told attendees
that he had assumed that consistently
implementing the bishops’ policies on
child protection, “coupled with some
decent publicity, would turn public

Hurricane Isaac evacuees
in Braithwaite, La. 

From CNS and other sources. 





complain about weather. Good years
come, and bad years come. But many
prominent and respected climate scien-
tists, like NASA’s James Hansen, have
stated recently that this year’s extreme
weather was not merely nature’s occa-
sional fluke. The odds are utterly over-
whelming that it was caused or at least
intensified by the excessive amount of
carbon dioxide human activity has put
into the atmosphere. 

In regard to climate
change, I often feel we are
living through a post-mod-
ern, slow-motion iteration
of the fall of Adam and Eve.
In the biblical account, the
serpent promises them god-
like powers if they partake
of the forbidden fruit. After
their transgression, God
banishes them from Eden,
and their life beyond the
garden gates includes bur-
densome toil, as well as enmity and
suffering. 

One could argue that until very
recently in human history, we still lived
in Eden, at least in terms of climate. It
seemed impossible that human activity
could ever alter global environmental
conditions. Then we discovered fossil
fuels, which gave us power that
seemed almost godlike. 

If fossil fuels are our forbidden fruit,
and if a planet on whose predictable
climate we could depend was our ver-
sion of the original garden, then we will
soon be very far east of Eden. The
activist and author Bill McKibben
pointed out in a recent article that to
keep climate change within tolerable
limits, human beings may burn no
more than 565 billion tons of carbon
between now and 2050. Unfortunately,

ere in rural Midwest farm-
ing country, I can offer two
observations about this sum-

mer’s historic drought and heat wave.
First, the drought made for a lot of
work. We spent countless hours haul-
ing a 400-gallon water tank around our
farm, for example, trying to keep hun-
dreds of new tree plantings alive—even
as our water-supply pond began to look
more like a puddle than a pond. 

The work has nonetheless failed to
alleviate a great deal of suffering and
loss. Two-thirds of our newly planted
trees have died. And in one blistering
day we lost almost half of our laying
flock. Even Fluffy the Roostery
Chicken, a hardy and beloved old
rooster, died in my daughter’s arms,
despite her desperate attempts to save
him with cool washrags. There were so
many dead birds that I dug a mass
grave for them with a tractor. 

Our friends and neighbors have
fared little better. Several farmers I
know are hoping for 30 bushels per
acre on corn ground that usually yields
180. A nearby organic dairy farmer
sold off many head of cattle and sheep
because his pastures burned to a crisp
and he has to stretch his hay supply as
far as possible. Some of his remaining
cattle are showing ribs.

In my presentations as a climate
ambassador for the Catholic Coalition
on Climate Change, endorsed by the
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, I
have been hesitant to link particular
extreme weather events, like droughts
or floods or hurricanes, directly to cli-
mate change. And as a farmer, I hate to

we are on track to blow through that
565-gigaton limit by 2016. And why
stop there? Worldwide, energy compa-
nies currently have 2,795 gigatons of
carbon in proven reserves, more than
five times the safe limit.

Perhaps this cruel summer has sim-
ply beaten me down, but at this point I
have little hope that we will kick our
carbon addiction in time to prevent
major climatic changes.  I think we can

expect even more work
and woe, those same
two curses that befell
Adam and Eve. We
experienced both on
our farm during this
year’s drought and heat
wave. But the real vic-
tims are and will con-
tinue to be the world’s
poor, who are the least
responsible but the
most vulnerable. 

I would like to approach this crisis
as neither a “doomer” nor a denier, but
with clear-eyed Christian realism.
Scripture and history witness to a God
who continually brings a greater good
out of any evil that humans unleash.
Might we one day describe the now-
unfolding climate crisis as “O happy
fault,” the way we sing about the origi-
nal Fall in the “Exsultet” at the Easter
Vigil? It is hard to imagine, but emi-
nently worth hoping for. Perhaps this
crisis is humanity’s perilous passage
through our collective adolescence,
from immaturity to hard-won wis-
dom. Might it lead us to a more
mature and responsible, though much
chastened, way of belonging benignly
in God’s creation? The garden is lost to
us now, but I have to hope that God’s
redeeming love never is.

‘After the Fall’ 
H

Have 
fossil fuels
given us
godlike 
powers?
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Dirt (Sorin Books, 2010).
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Editor’s note: As a pastoral event, the Second Vatican Council
took a number of steps that brought renewal to Catholic moral the-
ology. The recognition of the unitive purpose of marriage, for
example, infused a sense of personal significance into the theology
of marriage and the appreciation of sexuality. The recognition of
religious liberty and the sovereignty of conscience opened new paths
for the church to relate to the state and the rights of all believers.
The call to examine war “with a whole new attitude” opened up
changes in church teaching on war and peace and encouraged the
rise of Catholic peace movements. And the defense and promotion
of human rights as an essential service of the church to the world
unleashed the energies of bishops, religious and laypeople for the
defense of the oppressed against authoritarian regimes.
The council also modeled a new style of moral theology with

a Christocentric focus. It drew on biblical and patristic sources as
well as scholastic theology and urged the reading of the signs of
the times in collaboration with other Christians and men and
women of good will as an ecclesial duty. It also professed a readi-
ness to learn from the world, including from the church’s adver-
saries. With a recommendation for the establishment of the
Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, it set up a mechanism
and a network to coordinate its social mission.
But what the council failed to do was to institutionalize the

kind of moral theology it embodied, especially in the field of sex-
ual ethics. While the council fathers hoped for a further renewal
of the field through the integration of biblical studies, the process
of renewal was short-circuited by postconciliar debates over birth
control and abortion, which worked themselves out in updated
variants of natural-law ethics. In addition, the papal magisteri-
um, in response to fast-moving scientific, societal and legal devel-
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opments, intervened more quickly and unilaterally in reproduc-
tive issues like in vitro fertilization and stem cell research, and
in end-of-life issues like euthanasia and care of the permanent-
ly comatose. Much like legal positivism, official moral teaching
grew increasingly self-referential. The college of moral theolo-
gians, which once constituted a respected part of the church’s
ordinary magisterium, was seldom consulted, and dissenters
from official teaching were disciplined.
The latest correction came in June with the censure of

Margaret A. Farley’s Just Love: A Framework for Christian
Sexual Ethics (Continuum, 2006). Sister Farley, a member of
the Sisters of Mercy and a retired Yale professor, argued that jus-
tice should be a norm for sexual relations, especially where vio-
lence or disparity of power is involved. The Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith neither condemned Professor Farley nor
restricted her activities, though it did forbid the book’s use as a text
in Catholic institutions. It offered instead an “assessment” of Just
Love, criticizing it for taking positions on particular issues of sex-
ual ethics at odds with official teaching. More to the point, it fault-
ed the book for not making official church teaching the primary
(and controlling) source of the just-love ethic.
Prompted by the doctrinal congregation’s assessment and the

discussion that ensued, the editors asked several moral theolo-
gians, systematic theologians and experts in canon law to com-
ment: (1) on the role of moral theologians today, (2) the context
of their work as they attempt to serve diverse audiences: pastors
and the faithful, the magisterium and the academy, and (3) the
intellectual demands of their discipline. We present the respons-
es of three scholars who answered our request: James T. Bretzke,
S.J., Richard Gaillardetz and Julie Hanlon Rubio.

The Editors

Constancy of Change in Sexual Ethics
BY JAMES T. BRETZKE

Some time ago I gave a talk entitled “Catholic Sexual Ethics
Today: Going Beyond ‘How Far Can You Go?’” addressed to
parents and grandparents of Jesuit high school students. I
outlined how growth in our understanding of sexuality had
mandated corresponding changes in our theological treat-
ment of this topic. In the ensuing question and answer peri-
od, the first hand up belonged to a grandfather, whose ques-
tion caught me off-guard: “Father, don’t you think you
should just tell these young people that when they contem-
plate having sex they are taking their immortal souls in their
hands?!” My reply, more automatic than reflective, clearly
shocked him: “No, because I honestly don’t believe it to be
true.” Looking back on that moment with a couple of more
decades of experience, I believe that while my assessment of
God’s compassionate judgment was probably correct, my on-
the-fly response was not very good. Clearly we were working
out of different paradigms, and my answer probably gave

him the impression I judged his concern passé in the light of
my more enlightened contemporary moral theology.

A good ethicist has to work in the present out of the
past with an eye to the future, while also attending to the
many “publics” his or her discipline engages. This is vitally
important in transitioning from one time-tested model to
another. When I was a child, our family’s black rotary,
party-line telephone served us well enough; it was the only
option available for electronic communication. But while
electronic communication remains a constant in our lives,
the methods and modes have changed often between the
rotary phone and today’s smartphones.

An ethicist is a bit like an information technology spe-
cialist with overlapping and at times competing roles:
developing and testing new applications, serving as an
early-adopter beta user, giving tech support to end users
trying to master the new approach, while also trying to
maintain essential grounding with the operating system the
tradition represents. As technophiles and technophobes
alike realize, given the need for fine-tuning, upgrading and
honestly confronting unforeseen “undocumented features”
(a k a bugs) that can cause real mischief, the latest app does
not guarantee lasting value. Like research and development
engineers, theologians need freedom, respect and trust to
develop and bring their particular expertise to bear on both
old and new problems. But in moving from drawing board
to widespread adoption, a best-practices model tells us that
solitary entrepreneurs rarely succeed. Collaboration and
integration with others who have different roles and exper-
tise, including marketing and management, is essential. Just
being old or new does not guarantee success in reaching the
goal.

Here is an outline of what I wish I had said to that grand-
father in search of an uncomplicated, old-fashioned answer
for his grandson. First, I would have acknowledged the seri-
ousness of his question, and then with him I would have
probed some of the unarticulated premises that might have
provided us with common ground. For example, all sexual
activity is purposeful and should be grounded in personal
maturity. It should be aided by cultivating moral character
with supporting virtues and by growing in affective and
responsible relationships with others, the most important
being our relationship with God, who is loving and compas-
sionate. I would have added that authentic lived sexual
expression is deeply significant, with meanings that go far
beyond transitory pleasures or psychological developmental
stages. These premises define the core of the church’s tradi-
tional sexual ethics, and they remain valid today.

Next, I would have turned to my favorite moral theolo-
gian, St. Thomas Aquinas, who well understood that only
God can know all of reality in its full complexity (Summa
Theologiae I, Q. 2). Humans, even those with the special
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assistance of the Holy Spirit, organize complex realities like
sexuality in terms of models and paradigms. Today neither
magisterial teaching nor most moral theologians fully
embrace the Angelic Doctor’s paradigm of “unnatural vice”
(masturbation), a species of lust, contrary to both reason and
the natural order and, after bestiality and sodomy, the
“gravest sexual sin,” ranking ahead of, in descending order of
gravity, incest, rape, adultery, seduction and fornication (ST
II-II. Q. 154, art. 11-12). Masturbation’s violation of the sex-
ual faculty’s sole primary procreative end made it seriously
sinful. While there is a great deal of constancy in this pro-
creative tradition, repeated by popes right up to Vatican II,
“Gaudium et Spes” (No. 50) clearly shifted paradigms in ele-
vating the unitive, love dimension of marriage to equal
importance with procreation.

I then would have traced how the Catechism of the Catholic
Church deepens this paradigm shift in affirming: “Sexuality
affects all aspects of the human person in the unity of his
body and soul. It especially concerns affectivity, the capacity
to love and to procreate, and in a more general way the apti-
tude for forming bonds of communion with others” (No.
2332). Sexuality is the way our “belonging to the bodily and
biological world is expressed,” and it only “becomes personal
and truly human when it is integrated into the relationship
of one person to another” (No. 2337). Certainly the vocabu-
lary and style differ from that of St. Thomas, but if he were
alive today he could embrace both the substance and the
mode of communication because they share his core belief
that human interpersonal strivings for particular goods are
grounded in our seeking the highest good, which is God. 

Thomas’ theology did not begin ab ovo, nor did it simply
repeat the well-worn truths of his tradition. Thomas’
approach of using the philosophy of Aristotle was a new
“app” in his day. Some embraced it, but many resisted, while
not a few regarded it with real suspicion. But ultimately St.
Thomas succeeded in showing us that both constancy and
change are necessarily bound together in a healthy and
helpful living moral tradition. That tradition supports us
still.

JAMES T. BRETZKE, S.J., is a professor of moral theology at Boston
College’s School of Theology and Ministry and the author of A Morally
Complex World: Engaging Contemporary Moral Theology
(Liturgical Press, 2004).

Magisterium and the Faithful
BY RICHARD GAILLARDETZ

The assessment in June of Sister Margaret A. Farley’s book
Just Love by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
invites reflection on two issues that take us beyond the field
of moral theology. The first concerns the task of theology as

it relates to the distinctive teaching responsibilities of the
magisterium, and the second concerns the contributions of
ordinary Christians to the development of official church
teaching.
The magisterium and the task of theology. The doctrinal

congregation contends that Professor Farley “does not pre-
sent a correct understanding of the role of the Church’s
Magisterium” insofar as she either ignores official church
teaching or treats it as “one opinion among others.” The con-
gregation finds her theological method, attending as it does
to “contemporary experience,” inconsistent with “the prac-
tice of authentic Catholic theology.” Unfortunately, these
assertions give the impression that the “authentic” practice
of Catholic moral theology is limited to defending and
explicating the “constant teaching of the magisterium.” Yet
the task of theology is not the same as the task of the mag-
isterium. The magisterium has a particular responsibility
for ensuring the integrity of the apostolic faith and provid-
ing concrete moral guidance in the life of Christian disciple-
ship.

Much of a theologian’s work can be supportive of the
magisterium. Theologians will employ their craft to con-
tribute to a deeper appropriation of the Christian tradition.
They will find opportunities to probe Christianity’s funda-
mental doctrinal commitments for deeper insight. They will
enhance the intelligibility and compelling character of the
Christian moral vision. Most theologians find this aspect of
their work quite fulfilling. They came to their vocation, after
all, motivated by a passion for the Gospel of Jesus Christ
and the transformative potential of Christian discipleship.
They are only too happy to put their expertise to the service
of building up, wherever possible, the faith consciousness of
the church. But the work of theology cannot be limited to
this.

The task of theology may also require a critical explo-
ration of perceived difficulties with current authoritative
teaching. Theologians must be willing to shed light on
faulty theological arguments; they must be willing to raise
difficult questions regarding aspects of contemporary teach-
ings that seem at variance with believers’ deepest intuitions
and experiences. Should not the magisterium welcome this
kind of honest inquiry as another form of theological coop-
eration with its own teaching responsibilities? After all, if
the authoritative teaching under critique is in fact authentic,
it should easily withstand this kind of inquiry. If it does not,
then perhaps honest theological exploration will yield
insights for a development or even a substantive change in
the teaching.

The C.D.F. notification is disconcerting because it
offers no appreciation for the critical exploratory function
of theology. The notification draws attention to specific
norms and doctrines that Professor Farley challenges—in
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itself a legitimate aspect of the magisterium’s teaching
ministry. Yet one must question why the C.D.F. limited
itself to enumerating doctrinal deficiencies supported by
nothing more than catechism quotations. Why did it make
no effort to engage seriously the larger argument she was
trying to make? The fact is that relatively little of Professor
Farley’s book deals with masturbation, homosexual activi-
ty and the other church teachings she is accused of chal-
lenging.

The bulk of Just Love makes an extended argument for
a new framework for sexual ethics, one that attends more
fully to contemporary human experience and the fruit of
social scientific inquiry. Professor Farley makes the
provocative argument that Christian sexual ethics would
look quite different if it were shaped by the concerns for
just relationship that are central to Catholic social ethics.
It is this new theological framework that represents the
heart of her project. Yet the notification makes no men-
tion of this framework. Indeed, it
makes no effort at all to consider her
arguments. Perhaps the C.D.F. did
not see this as an appropriate task
for a doctrinal assessment; but then
one must ask, where does the magis-
terium strive to engage diverse theo-
logical arguments that may challenge official teaching?

Many moral theologians find Professor Farley’s line of
argument compelling. Others are troubled by the direction
in which her work would take contemporary sexual ethics.
The pertinent question is whether the kind of tentative the-
ological proposals she has offered can play a helpful role in
the ongoing development of doctrine. Can her new ethical
framework provide an occasion for the whole Christian
community, including its bishops, to prayerfully consider
new questions and concerns regarding Christian sexual
morality? This brings us to the second issue.
Attending to the insights of ordinary believers. The C.D.F.

notification expresses concern that Professor Farley’s book
will create “confusion among the faithful.” Indeed, we find
similar concerns expressed in almost every doctrinal notifi-
cation of this kind in the past decade. This kind of language
seems tainted by an ecclesiastical paternalism that assumes
the Christian faithful are necessarily scandalized whenever
theologians raise difficult questions regarding official
church teaching. Is it not well past time for church leader-
ship to attend to the Second Vatican Council’s teaching that
the people of God are more than naïve, impressionable chil-
dren who need to be protected?

The council taught that ordinary believers can draw on
their own religious experience, contemplation and reflection
to participate in the development of tradition (“Dogmatic
Constitution on Divine Revelation,” No. 43). The council

taught that all baptized Christians possess a supernatural
instinct for the faith that allows them to penetrate ever more
deeply the meaning of God’s word and to discern the appro-
priate application of that word in their lives (“Dogmatic
Constitution on the Church,” No. 12). The council taught
that the laity must willingly take the initiative in putting
their faith into practice in their daily lives, seeking counsel
from their clergy while recognizing that the clergy will not
have an answer to every question that arises (“Pastoral
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World,” No. 8).
Put simply, the council treated the Christian faithful as
adults.

In its 2011 document “Theology Today: Perspectives
and Criteria,” the International Theological Commission
held that both theologians and the magisterium must attend
carefully to the sensus fidelium (No. 3336) in the exercise
of their respective tasks. Theologians like Professor Farley
and Elizabeth A. Johnson, C.S.J., have made attending to

the religious experience of ordinary believers central to their
projects. Where is there evidence of the magisterium’s
efforts in this regard?

What would happen if the magisterium were to view the
faithful as the council did, that is, as collaborators within a
community of discernment, in which the Christian faithful’s
own wealth of experience and religious insight might have
something positive to offer to the development of Christian
moral teaching? What would happen if the magisterium
were to view theologians as serving the teaching office of the
church by challenging faulty arguments, raising difficult
questions and proposing alternative frameworks for the
church’s prayerful discernment? What would happen if the-
ologians and the rest of the faithful were to attend seriously
to official magisterial teaching with an attitude of respect
but with a determination to test its adequacy in the light of
their own insight and intuitions? Perhaps the church would
become a more authentic school of humble Christian disci-
pleship, one better equipped to offer the world the liberat-
ing message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

RICHARD GAILLARDETZ is the McCarthy Professor of Catholic
Systematic Theology at Boston College. His most recent publication, co-
authored with Catherine Clifford, is Keys to the Council: Unlocking
the Teaching of Vatican II (Liturgical Press, 2012). He is also the
editor of a collection of essays titled, When the Magisterium
Intervenes: The Magisterium and Theologians in Today’s
Church (Liturgical Press, 2012).
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A Missed Opportunity
BY JULIE HANLON RUBIO

The book Just Love, by Margaret A. Farley, R.S.M., is rep-
resentative of new currents in the field of Christian sexual
ethics. For that reason the book has been criticized by the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and Catholic
conservatives and lauded by Catholic liberals who link it to
the recent scrutiny of the Leadership Conference of Women
Religious.

The recent debate between the Catholic right and left
goes something like this:

R: Professor Farley holds positions contrary to  
Catholic doctrine.

L: Professor Farley does not pretend to be represent-
ing official Catholic teaching.

R: Theological exploration must take place within the 
boundaries of Catholic teaching.

L: Theology, unlike catechesis, allows for exploration 
and argument, especially on contested questions.

R: Catholic theology is not catechesis but still must be 
faithful to Catholic teaching.

L: Theology is respectful of Catholic teaching but 
must challenge it when it is no longer making 
sense.

And so on.
This debate misses an opportunity. Professor Farley

does hold positions contrary to
current Catholic teaching, but
these positions are not the most
important points in her book.
Rather, the significance of her
work lies in her use of compelling
philosophical language and in her
treatment of neglected issues like
sexual violence, infidelity,
polygamy and prostitution.
Catholics on all sides should seize the opportunity she
offers to discuss sexual ethics in a new way.

The heart of the book is the author’s framework for sex-
ual ethics: seven norms that together constitute “just love.”
These norms are central to almost all academic reviews of
the book, yet they were absent from the doctrinal congrega-
tion’s notification and from most news stories about it.

Professor Farley derives the norms from an inductive
philosophical view of human beings. Persons, she says,
deserve to be treated justly, or as ends in themselves, because
they are free and relational. But what does it mean to treat
persons in this way? She offers a baseline in seven norms:

1. Do no unjust harm. This norm rules out deceit, betray-
al and violence. 

2. Free consent. One may not overpower, manipulate or lie
in a sexual relationship.

3. Mutuality. Both partners must respect each other and
commit themselves to their relationship.

4. Equality. One may not treat a partner as a commodity,
property or thing. This rules out abuse and all sexual rela-
tionships in which one person fails to offer his or her true
self.

5. Commitment. Some form of commitment is required
not simply to constrain and control, but to lay the ground-
work for relational fulfillment. “Sexuality is of such impor-
tance,” Farley writes, “that it needs to be nurtured, sustained,
as well as disciplined, channeled, controlled.” Affairs “cannot
mediate the kind of union—of knowing and being known,
loving and being loved—for which human relationality
offers the potential.”

6. Fruitfulness. Procreation belongs in the context of
committed relationships. Love should not be sterile but
ought to go beyond itself.

7. Social justice. Third parties, like current or future chil-
dren, are not to be harmed. Social norms and policies that
violate the other six norms are to be opposed.

Professor Farley reframes all sexual questions in terms of
just love. In each area, she wants us to ask, “Am I treating
him as a free, relational human being? Am I being loving?
Are she and I equal? Am I giving him his due?”

This framework has great potential to speak to an older
generation who wrote off Catholic sexual teaching long ago

and to a younger generation who not only dismisses it but
also has a hard time conceiving of any ethical framework for
sex. Professor Farley recognizes the depth of the lack of con-
nection both generations experience with official Catholic
sexual morality, but she insists that we keep talking and
holding ourselves accountable to shared norms. These
norms are very much in keeping with the Catholic tradition,
though they emphasize relational responsibility more than
absolute rules. For the many inside and outside the church
who find traditional ways of thinking about sex less than
convincing, Professor Farley offers reasoning that resonates
and a sound basis for better ethical conversation.

Is this the only kind of conversation we need? Probably
not. Some in the younger generation of Catholic theolo-
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The tired debate over the Farley case blinds
us to the reality that this should be a time of
shared hope for better sex and shared worry
about unjust love. 
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gians hunger to make stronger connections between the tra-
dition and sexual ethics. Because they were born after the
Second Vatican Council, they do this without baggage, guilt
or shame. Bearing instead the burden of no rules and overly
high expectations for sexual fulfillment, they seek a rigorous
sexual ethic that matches their social ethic. They are more
interested than many in Professor Farley’s
generation in reading Pope John Paul II’s
theology of the body, finding truth in his
fundamental claim that with our bodies
we speak and should speak truthfully and
lovingly. Instead of side-stepping Catholic
teaching, as Professor Farley sometimes
does, they connect sexuality with discipleship, liturgy and
ecclesial community.

Is there still a place for Professor Farley’s just love ethic?
Absolutely. Her years of work with women in Africa and
decades of teaching at Yale Divinity School led her to
broaden the reach of sexual ethics. This move was long over-
due. It is no longer legitimate to limit sexual ethics to ques-
tions of premarital sex, contraception, same-sex relations
and masturbation because there are so many other ways that
human beings harm each other sexually. Especially when
speaking across cultures (locally and internationally, in the
church and outside it), due humility and a common lan-
guage that allows for conversation are both necessary.

Professor Farley’s framework can help us work toward
greater care, fidelity and beauty. In the end, this is what mat-
ters.

Too much time and energy are spent by the Catholic
right and left arguing about issues that divide us. It would
be far better to seek common ground. In our times, tradi-

tional Catholics are less negative about
sex than ever ( just read some recent liter-
ature on natural family planning), and
progressive Catholics are more aware
than ever of the limits of sexual freedom
(no one is a fan of the “hook-up” culture).
When we speak of what we are for and

confront the worst of sexual exploitation, we will find sig-
nificant overlap. Professor Farley gives us words that can
help us move across partisan divides: mutuality, equality,
commitment, fruitfulness, relationality. These are not the
only words we need, but they are tremendously helpful.

The tired debate over the Farley case blinds us to the
reality that this should be a time of shared hope for better
sex and shared worry about unjust love. It is time to own
this moment and speak truthfully together as best we can.

JULIE HANLON RUBIO is associate professor of Christian ethics at
Saint Louis University and the author of Family Ethics: Practices for
Christians (Georgetown University Press, 2010).
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Attend a retreat. 
Encourage a loved one to participate in a retreat. 

Give a donation to a retreat house.

BETHANY RETREAT HOUSE
2202 Lituanica Avenue, East Chicago, IN 46312
Phone: (219) 398-5047; Fax: (219) 398-9329
E-mail: bethanyrh@sbcglobal.net; www.bethanyretreathouse.org

A ministry of the Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ, Bethany offers private and individually
directed silent retreats, including dreamwork and 30-day Ignatian exercises, year-round in a
prayerful home setting. Bethany’s simple beauty, individual retreat scheduling and wholesome
food provide sacred environment and resources for prayer. Minimal daily schedule lets you follow your inner rhythms. Easy
access to Chicago airports; 70 miles from Notre Dame.

JESUIT RETREAT HOUSE ON LAKE WINNEBAGO
Trish Neuman, Admin./Registration
4800 Fahrnwald Road, Oshkosh, WI 54902
Phone: (920) 231-9060; Fax: (920) 231-9094
E-mail: office@jesuitretreathouse.org; www.jesuitretreathouse.org

J.R.H. fosters spiritual enrichment rooted in the Gospels, the Catholic tradition and the spir-
ituality of St. Ignatius Loyola. Men women and couples of all faiths are welcome to our silent
retreats from Thursday evening to Sunday noon. Twelve-step recovery retreats are also offered. Our summer directed
retreats encourage an in-depth experience of God. Rooms are private, some with private bath for those with special needs.
J.R.H. is handicapped accessible. Online registration available 24/7 at www.jesuitretreathouse.org.

LINWOOD SPIRITUAL CENTER
I50 Linwood Road, Rhinebeck, NY 12572-2504
Phone: (845) 876-4178
www.linwoodspiritualctr.org

Linwood’s spacious hills overlook the majestic Hudson River in historic Rhinebeck, N.Y.
Current programs: Ignatian directed retreats, Oct. 5–12, Feb. 18–25; Women’s guided
retreats, Nov. 2–4, Feb. 15 –17; Advent retreat weekend, Dec. 7–9; Weekend for spiritual
directors, Feb. 1–3; “Yoga and the Art of Relaxation,” Feb. 7–10; Private retreat week, Feb. 18–25. Visit our Web site or call
for a listing of programs, including private or directed retreats.
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LOYOLA HOUSE RETREAT & TRAINING CENTRE
Ignatius Jesuit Centre
5420 Highway 6 North, Guelph, ON N1H 6J2 Canada
Phone: (519) 824-1250, ext 266
E-mail: registration@ignatiusguelph.ca; www.loyolahouse.com; www.ignatiusguelph.ca

With an international reputation for excellence, Loyola House offers “A Place of Peace” for
silent retreats, grounded in the spirituality of St. Ignatius Loyola. We provide a welcoming
space for individual and communal discernment, education, nurturing a deeper spirituality in people, leading to inner free-
dom. Programs include individual and directed retreats of various lengths, guided retreats, the 40-day Spiritual Exercises
Institute, as well as training programs in spiritual direction and retreat ministry. We also host retreats, conferences and meet-
ings. Our location is 45 minutes from Toronto’s Pearson International Airport.

SACRED HEART JESUIT RETREAT HOUSE
4801 North Highway 67, P.O. Box 185, Sedalia, CO 80135
Phone: (303) 688-4198, ext. 122
Nationwide: (866) 930-1181, ext. 122
E-mail: reservations@sacredheartretreat.org; www.sacredheartretreat.org

Sacred Heart Jesuit Retreat House is a Colorado oasis of peace and beauty, welcoming those
who seek to deepen their relationship with God and dedicated to retreats and spiritual direc-
tion in the tradition of St. Ignatius Loyola. Ideally situated on 280 acres in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, the retreat
house is surrounded by spectacular natural beauty and panoramic vistas. The quiet, peaceful atmosphere provides the per-
fect setting for solitude, reflection and prayer. Silent retreats, including directed, private, preached and the 30-day Spiritual
Exercises are available year-round for clergy, religious and laypersons. Convenient airport shuttle transportation is available.
Contact: Reservations Coordinator, Sacred Heart Jesuit Retreat House, Box 185, Sedalia, CO 80135.

SAN DAMIANO RETREAT CENTER
710 Highland Drive, Danville, CA 94526
Phone: (925) 837-9141, ext. 306
E-mail: lor@sandamiano.org or lisab@sandamiano.org; www.sandamiano.org

Located 35 miles east of San Francisco, we are a premier location for those seeking retreat
and vacation time in the Bay Area of California. San Damiano is a Franciscan retreat that
offers a peaceful environment for rest and renewal. Private retreats, with or without spiritual
direction, are available. We have meeting and retreat space mid-week for religious, nonprofit
and secular groups. Upcoming retreats: “Praying with the Psalms,” Nov. 9–11, with Garrett Galvin, O.F.M., and Michael
Guinan, O.F.M.; men’s retreat, “Navigating Life’s Whitewater Rapids,” Nov. 16–18, with Rusty Shaughnessy, O.F.M., and
Rick Barmore; “Good Grief, Good Healing,” Nov. 30–Dec. 2, with Rev. Aidan McAleenan; “Silent Advent,” Dec. 7–9; New
Year’s, Dec. 30–Jan. 1, 2013; weekend with Macrina Wiederkehr, O.S.B., April 19–21.

SPIRITUAL MINISTRY CENTER
4822 Del Mar Avenue, San Diego, CA 92107
Phone (619) 224-9444; Fax (619) 224-1082
E-mail: spiritmin@rscj.org; www.spiritmin.org

Religious of the Sacred Heart offer year-round directed and private retreats, including the
30-day Spiritual Exercises and self-directed sabbaticals. We are one-and-one-half blocks
from the ocean in comfortable townhouses with large private rooms and baths. Our silent
house in naturally beautiful environs invites relaxation and prayer.
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erhaps the greatest and
most enduring achieve-
ment of the Middle Ages
was the creation of the

university, an institution for which
there was no precedent in the histo-
ry of the West. It sprang into exis-
tence seemingly out of nowhere in
the late 12th century primarily in
two cities, Paris and Bologna. Both
claim to be Europe’s first. By the
early decades of the 13th century,
others had emerged modeled on
them—Oxford on the Paris model
and Padua on Bologna. From that
point forward, universities prolifer-
ated across the face of Europe and
became a standard, important and
self-governing institution in larger
cities.

Medieval universities, although
they differed among themselves in significant ways, all
quickly developed highly sophisticated procedures and
organizational strategies that we recognize as our own
today. The list is long: set curricula, examinations, professo-
rial privileges and duties, a full array of officers of various
kinds, division into different “faculties”  (we call them
schools) and the public certification of professional compe-
tence through the awarding of degrees.

The invention of degrees was particularly important. A
man could practice medicine without a university degree
(and the vast majority of doctors did so), but with a degree
he enjoyed greater prestige and could exact higher fees. He
was a professional with documentation to prove he had
passed the scrutiny of his peers. A university degree spelled
upward socioeconomic mobility, whether in the church or in
society at large.

Creating the Liberal Arts
In the Middle Ages there were four university faculties—
law, medicine, theology and arts. The first three trained
young men aspiring to distinction in a profession. Theology,
we must remember, was a professional subject like law and
medicine. Not a single course in it, therefore, was taught in
the other three faculties. (For that matter, neither was a
course in catechism.) Theology was not, therefore, consid-
ered one of the liberal arts. A degree in theology qualified an
individual for a university chair (or its equivalent in religious
orders), which would enable the holder to teach others pur-
suing such a career. It might also commend him as a candi-
date for a bishop’s miter, although a degree in canon law
might better commend him.

The arts faculty was the entry faculty where one learned
the basic skills of the trivium and quadrivium. As Aristotle’s
works on physics, metaphysics, the heavens, animals and
other subjects were translated into Latin, they began to
dominate the arts curriculum. This faculty thus evolved,
especially in Italy, into a professional school where the culti-

Were Medieval
Universities Catholic?
Lessons for higher education today
JOHN W. O ’MALLEY

September 24, 2012 America 27

JOHN W. O’MALLEY, S.J., university professor in the theology depart-
ment at Georgetown University, is author of The First Jesuits and
What Happened at Vatican II (Harvard Univ. Press).

P

The Collegio di Spagna, part of the University of Bologna since the 14th century.
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vation of natural philosophy gradually took precedence over
the other branches and became the seedbed for modern sci-
ence. The professors of natural philosophy drew better
salaries, attracted more students and enjoyed greater pres-
tige than professors of metaphysics.

Not all universities had all four faculties. Even when they
did, the faculties were not equal in strength and prestige.
Bologna was renowned for law. It had been founded by
wealthy students intent on a career in law who banded
together to form a university to hire experts to teach them.
Bologna did not have a theological faculty until 1364, nearly
two centuries after its founding. Even then the faculty con-
sisted essentially in a kind of consortium of the “houses of
study” of the religious orders in the city. Most large Italian
universities had only one or two professors of theology and
one or two of metaphysics in a professorate of 50 to 100.
Instead, they were renowned for law, medicine and, in time,
natural philosophy.

The pattern was
different in universities
in northern Europe,
where theology was
strong and law and
medicine weak or nonexistent. What is important to recognize
for both northern and southern universities, however, is that
the faculties operated independently of one another and com-
municated with one another only on the most formal level.

They all, however, had the same scope: intellectual prob-
lem solving through the acquisition of professional skills.
Intellectual problem solving was perhaps nowhere more evi-
dent than in the arts and theology faculties because of their
appropriation of dialectics (disputation or debate) as central
to their method. Logical, left-brain, agonistic, analytic, rest-
less and relentless questioning was the method’s hallmark,
in which the resolution of every question led only to further
questions. It is no wonder that virtually all the heretics from
the 13th until the 16th century were scholastic theologians;
their very method led them into asking questions that chal-
lenged received wisdom.

Catholic Mission, Secular Values
When Catholic educators and prelates speak of the origin of
Catholic universities, they locate it in the Middle Ages.
Although such talk is rarely free of an idealized vision of the
“ages of faith,” it is, in this instance, not unreasonable.
Catholicism permeated medieval culture. It therefore perme-
ated the culture of the universities. Faculty and students were
all Catholics. Many universities held papal charters. Theology
enjoyed an uncontested place among the disciplines.

But would medieval universities satisfy the norms held
up today to qualify as “authentically Catholic”? A composite
profile of such norms drawn from such documents as “Ex
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magisterium (a thoroughly modern concept), were the magis-
terium. The faculties of Cologne and Louvain, for instance,
condemned Luther before the papacy did.

Were medieval universities Catholic universities? It is a
question easier to ask than to answer. One thing, however, is
certain: the contemporary grid for an “authentically
Catholic” university does not neatly fit the medieval reality.
There are even grounds for asserting that in their core val-
ues, medieval universities more closely resemble the con-
temporary secular university than they do today’s Catholic
model. If we are looking for historical precedents for that
model, we do not find them clearly in the Middle Ages.

Corde Ecclesiae,” would look something like this: The uni-
versity explicitly professes the Catholic faith, is unquestion-
ing of the magisterium, installs theology as a core subject,
contributes to “the common good” of the church and of
society at large and professedly fosters the students’ moral
and religious formation as well as their commitment to the
church. A Catholic university is a religious university.

One difficulty in answering the question is that medieval
universities, unlike many universities in the United States
today, did not issue mission statements. Unlike the human-
ist schools that developed later, they did not profess to oper-
ate out of a clearly articulated philosophy of education.
They just did what they did. And what
they did was engage in intellectual
problem solving, which entailed the
development of professional skills that
led to career advancement. Intellectual
problem solving and career advance-
ment were the core values of the
medieval university. They are secular
values, identical with the values opera-
tive in today’s secular universities.

Without a mission statement, there
was no way for the medieval university
to profess that it was concerned, for
instance, with the common good or
with the students’ religious and moral
development. In fact, the medieval uni-
versity, as such, took no systemic mea-
sures to deal with such concerns. That
does not mean that in the university
milieu these concerns did not find
expression. Although the medieval uni-
versity made no provision for the
morals of its students, residences of
various kinds officially or unofficially
affiliated with it took on this task in
some cases. The Collège de Montaigu
at the University of Paris, where in suc-
cession Erasmus, Calvin and St.
Ignatius of Loyola lived as students,
was famous (or notorious) for the dis-
cipline it imposed.

Even though the university as such
did not concern itself with “the common
good,” the theological faculties in north-
ern Europe took on at least one such
task. They became the self-appointed
guardians of orthodoxy, not in the least
shy in condemning those who deviated
from the orthodox standards of the day.
These faculties, rather than obeying the
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start off a film with such a horrifying
litany of numbers would seem to be an
indictment in and of itself. Which it is.
But Lokkeberg makes another deliber-
ate, critical choice—a choice not to
mention Israel or its stated objective
for the offensive we watch, which was
an attempt to quash rocket attacks by
Hamas on civilian areas of southern
Israel. To mention Israel, she knows,
would have meant attaching a ratio-
nale to something that, as portrayed in
her film, goes beyond political consid-
erations, justifications or sanity.

“Tears” is an antiwar film of an
almost abstract nature, a profile of

he damning statistics that
introduce Tears of Gaza, a
searing, 81-minute docu-

mentary by the Norwegian director
Vibeke Lokkeberg, include the follow-
ing: On Dec. 27, 2008, Israel began a
22-day-long rocket attack on densely
populated Gaza, an area inhabited
mostly by civilians. Of the 1,387 peo-
ple killed, 773 were unarmed, and
most were women and children; 257
were under 16. A total of 5,500 were
wounded, of whom 1,800 required
long-term care. And 20,000 buildings
were destroyed.

I use the word damning because to

political mayhem that transcends poli-
tics, and a distillation, thanks largely to
Israel, of state-of-the-art terrorism.
The film is almost purely observation-
al; it shows footage of scenes from
which American politicians and estab-
lished media would run in terror. Still,
this film is not just a condemnation of
Israeli military overkill. It is a howl
against the character of modern war-
fare itself and the notion among sup-
posedly advanced nations that horrific
violence meted out with an utter lack
of discrimination, and from long
range, is somehow an acceptable
expression of national will.

Every film involves a series of choic-
es, of course, about which footage to
include, angle to shoot from, images to
juxtapose to imply meaning. The
“montage theory,” developed during
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Children were dragged from this apartment building in “Tears of Gaza,” in footage captured live on the scene.
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WAR CRY
A cold eye on a brutal conflict
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rus bombs, the fallout from which
burns hotter when doused with water,
seems a particularly cruel Israeli tac-
tic). Part of the hellishness that
Lokkeberg captures has to do with the
utter randomness of the killing.

The term “post-apocalyptic” is
overused with regard to contemporary
cinema, but the situation in Gaza does
seem like a disaster of biblical propor-
tions. It may not have been
Lokkeberg’s intention to critique the

violence-as-enter-
tainment that per-
meates mainstream
media, but audiences
may find it difficult
to watch the kind of

bloodletting portrayed in, say, “The
Expendables 2,” without feeling a little
ridiculous. In Hollywood, violence has
an objective, even if it is merely the
amusement of the easily entertained.
The violence of the Gaza campaign
was not strategic, as far as one can tell.

It was political, even symbolic, intend-
ed to crush wills, intimidate a popula-
tion and exorcise Israeli anger.

Lokkeberg’s cinematographers, who
include Yosuf Abu Shreah and Saed al
Sabaa, seem to be in the thick of
things, capturing both the kinetic and
the pathetic. A man tries to put out a
furious, bomb-fueled fire with a gar-
den hose; wailing women mourn dead
children who lie under slabs of col-
lapsed concrete. One shot on a clear
morning that seems to have been
intended as a portrait of the minaret at
its center is interrupted by a falling
missile that abruptly sends the city—
and the film—into chaos. The action
is utterly gripping. How the photogra-
phers got the footage and then
brought it out of the country is a mys-
tery, considering the scrutiny given the
press at the time.

The most poignant scenes emerge
in the aftermath of the bombings: a
man, whose burn-scarred daughter

the early days of cinema, was based on
the tendency of the human mind to
make connections where they may or
may not exist. “Tears of Gaza” may be
a creation of editing like any other
movie, but there is little question of
implied connections here. When the
corpses of ash-coated children are
dragged out of the rubble of one more
blasted Gaza apartment house, there is
not a lot of choice being made by the
director or by the cinematographers,
who in this case seemed to be every-
where violence was happening. Either
that, or violence was simply happening
everywhere.

Among the choices Lokkeberg did
make was to interview this child rather
than that in order to drive home the
point that yet another generation of
vengeful children has been created in
the moral morass of the Middle East.
The three children on whom she
focuses are introduced without any of
their history attached, so their world-
view comes across with an unmitigated
bias. Yahya, 12, wants to be a doctor,
so he can heal victims of Israeli vio-
lence; Amira, 14, wants to be a lawyer,
so she can take Israel to court; Rasmia,
11, has no plans, life being too hard
now to think about the future. What
the viewer has trouble thinking about
is a future in which reconciliation
could be possible with these children,
all of whom use the word “murder” to
describe what Western media would
call “casualties.”

Children are, inevitably, the focus of
the viewers’ sympa-
thies. With nothing
else to do and
nowhere to go, they
sit and watch TV
programming that
seems to consist of Israeli propaganda,
or cheesy Arab pop songs (about
“never forgetting”), or Palestinian pro-
paganda that is especially effective,
given that Israeli bombs are raining on
the children’s homes or setting fire to
their neighbors (the use of phospho-
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Yahya, age 12, center, in “Tears of Gaza”



SAME CALL, DIFFERENT MEN
The Evolution of the Priesthood
Since Vatican II

By Mary L. Gautier, Paul M. Perl and
Stephen J. Fichter
Liturgical Press. 248p $24.95

Three doctors enter a consulting room
and take their places across from an
anxious patient. “We have good news
and bad news for you,” they announce.
“We’ll begin,” they say with benign
smiles meant to engender hope, “with
the good news.” 

The doctors, Mary L. Gautier, Paul
M. Perl and Stephen J. Fichter, are not
physicians; they are seasoned sociolo-
gists at the Center for Applied
Research in the Apostolate at
Georgetown University. Last year they
published the results of a study on the
priesthood conducted in 2009 as Same
Call, Different Men, commissioned by
the National Association of Priests’
Councils. It continues the respected
research of Dean Hoge and Jacqueline
Wenger, Evolving Visions of the
Priesthood: Changes from Vatican II to
the Turn of the New Century (2003).
The patient, of course, is the Catholic
priesthood. 

Priests, the present study reports, in
spite of the sexual abuse scandals, the

heavy workload and the graying of the
priesthood, are very happy men. A
staggering 97 percent of those who
responded to CARA’s 2009 survey
(on which Same Call, Different Men is
based) said they were “very happy” or
“pretty happy.” Of that number, two
thirds said they were “very happy.”

Previous surveys from 1970 to 2001
found that on average only 38 percent
of priests claimed to be very happy.
Moreover, when asked in the 2009
survey if they “will definitely or proba-

bly not leave the priesthood,” 97 per-
cent indicated their intention to
remain in priestly ministry, compared
with 88 percent who said that in a
1970 study. An impressive 95 percent
report they would “definitely or proba-
bly choose priesthood again,” up from
79 percent in 1970. 

Not surprisingly, most priests are
ready and willing to encourage a likely
candidate to consider the priesthood.
This is an important finding that falls
clearly in the good news category but,
as we shall see, further complicates
efforts to identify the causes of the
present priest vocation crisis and the
precipitous drop in the number of
ordinations. Clearly priests love doing
what priests do—celebrating the
sacraments, preaching, building com-
munity and the pastoral grace of being
present with their parishioners in the
critical moments of their lives.

Now for the bad news. While sem-
inary numbers have leveled off in
recent years at roughly 3,500 men in
graduate studies for the priesthood,
annual ordinations constitute only 30
percent of the replacement ratio. In
other words, for every 100 priests who
retire, resign or die in a given year, only
30 are ordained. We Americans would
not tolerate such a replacement ratio
for medical doctors, but church
authorities show no public alarm for
the present situation other than urging
prayers for priestly vocations,
enhanced recruitment efforts and the
recruiting of foreign born priests for
service here in the United States. 

At the same time, there is good
news embedded in the bad news: over-
worked priests, stretched to their lim-
its and often serving multiple parishes,
still report they are very happy.
Perhaps it is because priests have front
row seats at the hidden dramas of
grace unfolding all about them.
Perhaps it is because older men gener-
ally are happier than younger men.
Perhaps it is because priests, in spite of
their all-too-public clay feet, remain
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A HAPPY LOT

plays on his lap, re-lives the horror of
the previous night, revealing only in
increments that everyone else in his
family is dead. In a demented version
of a Madonna and child portrait, a
woman charges into an emergency
room holding a child; her own head is
wrapped in gauze, and her daughter’s
head and eyes are swaddled in ban-
dages.

The girl we meet at the beginning
of the film, reappears at its end. Amira

stands at the edge of the sea (there
being no place else to go, Lokkeberg
suggests), leaning on a crutch. She has
lost her brothers, she says, and her
father. Still, the fact that she is able to
shed a tear is, at this point in her story,
the most encouraging thing that can
happen.

JOHN ANDERSON is a film critic for Variety
and The Washington Post and a regular con-
tributor to the Arts & Leisure section of The
New York Times.



men of faith and prayer.
To return to our litany of lament:

priests are older, much older. The
median age of all priests in the study
was 64, with an average age of 63. In
1970, the average age of priests was a
mere 45. Now, a few years after the
2009 study, the average of priests is
likely to place most of our clergy in the
Medicare camp. By way of compari-
son, the average age of lawyers and
physicians today is in the mid-40s.

These general findings are differen-
tiated by Gautier, Perl and Fichter
according to various subcategories of
priests—diocesan or religious, birth-
place (American or foreign born),
ordination cohort (pre-Vatican II,
Vatican II, post-Vatican II, millennial)
and theological leaning (progressive or
traditional), among others. We find
here factors contributing to the pre-
sent clerical culture wars—overly sim-
plified as the tension between the ser-
vant-leader model of the Vatican II
priests in contrast with the cultic
model of the millennials—dividing
the minds and hearts of American
priests. 

Aware of this fissure in the priest-
hood, I took my copy of Same Call,
Different Men to the first national con-
ference of the Association of U.S.
Catholic Priests held at St. Leo
University in Florida this past June,
thinking I might do a little amateur
social research. I used this gathering of
some 250 priests to replicate informal-
ly some of the major questions of the
2009 CARA study. My “findings”
matched the findings of Gautier, Perl
and Fichter. 

The energy, enthusiasm and realis-
tic hope of the priests gathered at St.
Leo were palpable. We were mostly
men in our 60s who were facing, with-
out denial or minimization, the many
challenges weighing heavily on today’s
church and priesthood. We were frus-
trated and discouraged with the over-
all leadership of our bishops, the new
Roman Missal, the Vatican investiga-
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The Jesuit Mission in Elizabethan
England and Wales, 1580-1603

By Robert E. Scully, S.J.
Institute of Jesuit Sources. 468p $32.95

Robert Scully’s 400-plus page story of
the Jesuit mission in Elizabethan
England and Wales offers a detailed
and extensively footnoted account of
the lives, imprisonment, banishment
and sometimes gruesome execution of
Catholics from the arrival of the first
Jesuits in England in 1580 until the

death of Queen Elizabeth in 1603. It
is difficult to understand, living as we
do in a pluralistic and relatively secular
society, the worldview that led to the
religious persecutions of Reformation-
era Europe and even more difficult to
understand the worldview that led
someone like St. Edmund Campion,
who arrived as one of those first Jesuits
in 1580, to return to his homeland fac-
ing nearly certain death. 

Why did Campion and 186 other
Catholics sacrifice their lives during
the reign of Elizabeth while others

JOSEPH P.  CREAMER

WORTH DYING FOR

tions and censures of our sisters and
the second-class status of women. We
talked about our concern for the large
numbers of Catholics walking away
from the church or just “leaving in
place.” But we are not angry. We were
too old for the anger and rage of the
young.

But it was clear that we were men
who loved being priests. Almost all I
asked said they would do it all over
again. Yes, the vast majority of us were
Vatican II priests with Medicare cards
in our wallets, but with all our frustra-
tions, we were a happy lot and, I might
say, a rather mature and healthy lot. 

Research on priestly vocations indi-
cates that happy, fulfilled priests are
the major factor in leading men to
think of a life as a priest. So, putting
Same Call, Different Men down, I had
to wrestle with the question: With so
many happy priests, why are our sem-
inaries half full? Chapter 8, “Looking
to the Future: Who Is Encouraging
the Next Generation of Priests?”
might have addressed this question.
Instead, it featured advice priests
offered to seminary candidates—
“pray...get a spiritual director…get to
know many priests…understand and
accept celibacy” and contrasted the

warnings of “progressive” priests and
“traditionalist” priests to men thinking
of the priesthood. The authors
approached the celibacy issue primari-
ly from the perspective of loneliness in
priestly ministry and the need for
“interactions” among priests, suggest-
ing to this reviewer that the issue of
mandatory celibacy for diocesan
priests was off the table. Gautier, Perl
and Fichter refused to connect the
dots. 

They conclude Chapter 8 and their
book with these words, “Perhaps their
[priests’] happiness will attract more
men to consider priesthood, which, in
time, will help prevent today’s priests
from feeling so overworked.” Perhaps.

The strong suit of Same Call,
Different Men is that Gautier, Perl and
Fichter give us a data-driven research
study with a human face. The narra-
tive character of their reporting—with
numerous personal accounts from
selected priests on issues facing today’s
priesthood—makes for an engaging
and enlightening read. 

REV. DONALD COZZENS is writer in resi-
dence at John Carroll University and author of
The Changing Face of the Priesthood
and Sacred Silence: Denial and the Crisis
in the Church.



Time and again, Scully describes
regretful Catholics who conformed to
the state church temporarily or denied
their Catholic faith under torture.
During a government interrogation in
1582, for example, the officers asked
their prisoners, nine priests and a lay-
man, a series of questions intended to
assess their loyalty: If a foreign power
were to invade England with the bless-
ing of the pope, whose side would you
take? Two said they would take the

side of the queen, while
seven tried to answer
indirectly, saying they
would do what the
church taught or that
they did not know what
they would do until the
situation arose. The two
were spared; the seven
were executed. 

The 10th prisoner
was John Hart, a priest
who was originally sup-
posed to be executed on

the same day as Edmund Campion,
but he apostatized after being tortured
and offered to spy for the regime. The
government gave him a reprieve but
kept him in prison, where he returned
to the Catholic faith. He was eventual-
ly banished, joined the Jesuits and
lived out his life serving the church in
Poland. Considering the barbaric
forms of torture, like the rack and the
sticking of pins under prisoners’ fin-
gernails, and the gruesome form of
execution reserved for traitors—which
included evisceration and dismember-
ment while still alive—John Hart’s
loss of nerve is quite understandable. 

The vast majority of English and
Welsh Catholics, like these 10 prison-
ers, were trying to be loyal to both the
Catholic faith and the English state by
answering the government’s questions
as their consciences allowed. But the
queen and her council could not toler-
ate the uncertainty about whether the
Catholic minority would be loyal in
the face of an invasion, like that
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conformed to government decrees?
Stephen Greenblatt, in his popular
biography of Shakespeare, Will in the
World, has suggested that the teenage
Shakespeare may have once met the
soon-to-be martyred Edmund
Campion. Greenblatt’s Shakespeare
recognizes that the charismatic Jesuit
is “filled with a sense that he knew the
one eternal truth.” Greenblatt argues
that the “ideological heroism” of a
“fanatic” like Campion is foreign to
Shakespeare’s works.
For Greenblatt,
Shakespeare’s plays
helped give birth to
modernity, a world that
rejects claims of eternal
or ideological truth.

In Scully’s account,
we find heroic martyrs,
like Campion, but also
and perhaps just as
important, a much larg-
er number of Catholics
who were conflicted
about how to live a life loyal to a
church and a state in strife.
Shakespeare’s own father lived a life of
just this inner conflict, sometimes con-
forming to the church of England by
attending services, but also leaving a
spiritual testament affirming his
Catholic faith. 

Catholics varied widely in their
willingness to accept sacrifices in order
to remain faithful. A significant
minority of the English, especially in
the north, had remained Catholic in
1580, and a minority within this
minority Catholic population under-
took real hardships for their faith.
Catholics faced ruinous fines for not
attending the established church.
Some Catholics were imprisoned for
10 or 15 years, sometimes dying in
prison, because they owned rosaries
and other Catholic devotional items or
because they harbored priests. Others
avoided execution by professing loyal-
ty to the crown but faced imprison-
ment and exile. 



COLLEGE
What It Was, Is, and Should Be

By Andrew Delbanco
Princeton University Press. 240p $24.95

The aim of a rigorous liberal arts edu-
cation is to follow the classical Delphic
maxim, know thyself. This goal con-
cerns not merely infor-
mation, but transforma-
tion. From Plato to
Heisenberg and from
Augustine to Mahler, we
are seductively lured to
conceptualize not in
order to remain in the
metaphysical clouds but
to return to the concrete
self more clarified. We
are urged to analyze criti-
cally, question pointedly
and weigh competing
arguments to secure our
own humble place within the history
of ideas. Andrew Delbanco’s recent
book is to be praised, for it reminds us
that college should be about character
formation and not a surrender to a
customer service mentality that
inflates accomplishments to please

future employers, placate doting par-
ents and repair fragile egos. 

For Delbanco, colleges are promi-
nent in America’s historical land-
scape. His words and literary
vignettes emerge with the style of a
gifted teacher who ponders the telos
(end/goal) of college, the Aristotelian

“that for the sake of
which” that invites stu-
dent and teacher to
bring curiosity to their
learning. By centering
on Socratic pedagogy,
he demonstrates the
value of learning in the
style of “show me how
to think and how to
choose” rather than
“tell me what to think
and which to choose.”
The text surveys in
depth the historical

origins of higher education, where
humanities and character formation
are considered paramount to, in
Emerson’s words, “get the soul out of
bed” when wrestling with life’s intri-
cate questions. 

After tracing the Protestant influ-
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A treasured
companion in the weekly
journey of our faith.

“I can just picture the 
bare aspens bowing 

to the full 
Christmas tree!”

“You really made me 
think beyond my normal 
definition of the season 

and more deeply about the
real meaning of advent.”

attempted by the Spanish Armada in
1588. Despite the increasing number
of executions of Catholics during
England’s war with Spain, most
Catholics remained loyal to the
Queen. Even though the popes had by
now excommunicated and deposed
Elizabeth, English Catholics pro-
fessed their loyalty to Queen and
country. 

Greenblatt wrote that fanatics
think they know the one eternal truth
and so they will die for it. But it is
those who kill in the name of the truth
who are the fanatics, not those willing

to die for it. The fanaticism of the
Elizabethan regime was not primarily
religious, as was the execution of
Protestants by the Catholic Queen
Mary in the 1550s. It was the fanatical
defense of a nation state. Scully
demonstrates that English Catholics,
caught between the state and the dic-
tates of conscience, did not seek out
martyrdom—far from it—but did
believe that some truths are worth
dying for. 

JOSEPH P. CREAMER is dean of the senior
class at Fordham University. 



ence, the author examines the realities
behind higher education (elitism, col-
lege rankings, bureaucratization and
outcomes assessment), as well as the
pedagogical shift from college to uni-
versity: the former, stressing discipline
and moral character building; the lat-
ter, advanced credentials and research
specializations. The book closes with
an insightful discussion of today’s
diverse student body, grade inflation
woes, competition for limited
resources and decentralization. For
Delbanco, it is the responsibility of
faculty to care for their students and
engage them in serious fiscal, ethical
and existential challenges that our
democratic nation confronts.

Noteworthy are the multiple per-
spectives the author presents, all of
which reinforce the value of good lib-
eral education. For example, Delbanco
recounts a humorous story of two col-
lege students who attended a perfor-
mance of Shakespeare’s “King Lear.”
As they left the theater, one student
remarked that Lear “had it coming,
he’s a real whiner.” The other student,
with the critical introspection that
emerges from humanities education,
questioned the nature of his relation-
ship to his own father, wondering
what kind of dad he would become
and how human fragility changes
views on life. I recall the words of
Pierre Tielhard de Chardin S.J.,
“Nothing here below is profane for
those who know how to see.”

The term liberal arts is bandied
about excessively in college promo-
tional literature, but there is a deficien-
cy of practical questions. How will a
poetry class help a student of
Shakespeare become a better father
and spouse? How can studying Plato’s
arguments for justice and virtue in the
Republic help a falsely entitled junior
become an ethical business profession-
al in two years? What is the point of
having a freshman self-professed athe-
ist think critically about Mark’s
Gospel? In my experience, teaching

students what Plato said, did not say
and failed to say needs to be coupled
with questions about why the liberal
arts matter not only in 10 years but
today in their lives. 

Some academics fear this approach
waters down the classics by making
them…practical. In my view, that is
not a problem, provided texts are
examined critically. The skills of sound
reasoning, analytic writing and argu-
mentation should not only boost a
résumé but fashion a meaningful life.
By learning how to analyze, question
and weigh arguments, students refrain
from their previous prejudicial and
dismissive mindset. These human
skills elevate one’s understanding of
career, family, love and faith—the
often unstated goals of good humani-
ties education. It is the reason why I
keep a file of “converted students” in
my office: the ones who write to me a
year, two or ten years down the road to
apologize for being “that kid” in class,
because they are no longer that kid.
They are transformed, professional
and ethical young adults with families,
career challenges and restored faith in
what is right, good and just. 

Delbanco’s text reminds us that
these questions are what make the
Socratic life worth living (minus the
toga). One notable deficiency is that
he does not mention the contributions
of the educational philosophies of cer-
tain religious orders (e.g., the Jesuits)
regarding the classical liberal arts, as
well as the fact that they have main-
tained their schools’ distinctive reli-
gious identity in competition with sec-
ular institutions. In addition, a more
judicious editing of some lengthy quo-
tations would have helped move the
text along. Nonetheless, it is an
enlightening book, which I have
already added to my freshman philos-
ophy syllabus. 

ROBERT J. PARMACH is freshman dean of
Fordham College at Rose Hill, Bronx, N.Y.,
and teaches philosophy and theology. 
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CLASS IF IED LETTERS

Convention
ARE YOU SEARCHING for the spirituality God
has fashioned just for you? Join us at “Everyday
Spirituality 4 U: Holy Living through a Salesian
Lens.” A national convention for “everyday peo-
ple,” Nov. 2-4, St. Louis, Mo. Inspiring presenters,
eucharistic liturgies, common prayer, marketplace.
For details, visit www.desalesresource.org and
select “Convention,” or call (800) 782-2270.

Positions
THE DIOCESE OF GREAT FALLS-BILLINGS is
seeking applicants for the position of
CHANCELLOR. The position description may
be found at www.dioceseofgfb.org. Further
description is found in Canon Law 404, 413, 474,
482, 483, 485, 487§1, 488. Send résumé and refer-
ences to debra@dioceseofgfb.org.

LOYOLA PRESS, a Jesuit ministry publishing
company, is seeking a DIRECTOR OF SALES to
oversee Chicago-based and field representatives.
The successful candidate will possess 7 to 10 years
of sales management experience and must possess
knowledge and experience of Jesuit values and
Ignatian spirituality. We offer highly competitive
salary, comprehensive benefits and a collaborative
environment in the heart of Chicago. If you desire
a deeply meaningful management position, please
visit http://bit.ly/MHM4RZ to start the applica-
tion process. Be sure to attach a cover letter to your
résumé (there is only one download option). No
phone calls, please.

Retreats
NEED SILENCE AND PRAYER? Come to One
Heart, One Soul Spirituality Center, Kankakee,
Ill. Peaceful wooded river-front setting with her-
mitages, private rooms and meeting facilities. Ph.:
(815) 937-2244; www.sscm-usa.org/ohos.html.

Wills
Please remember America in your will. Our legal title
is: America Press Inc., 106 West 56th Street, New
York, NY 10019.

America classified. Classified advertisements are
accepted for publication in either the print version of
America or on our Web site, www.americam-
agazine.org. Ten-word minimum. Rates are per word
per issue. 1-5 times: $1.50; 6-11 times: $1.28; 12-23
times: $1.23; 24-41 times: $1.17; 42 times or more:
$1.12. For an additional $30, your print ad will be
posted on America’s Web site for one week. The flat
rate for a Web-only classified ad is $150 for 30 days.
Ads may be submitted by e-mail to: ads@americam-
agazine.org; by fax to (928) 222-2107; by postal mail
to: Classified Department, America, 106 West 56th
St., New York, NY 10019. To post a classified ad
online, go to our home page and click on “Advertising”
at the top of the page. We do not accept ad copy over
the phone. MasterCard and Visa accepted. For more
information call: (212) 515-0102.

Realpolitik at Play
In “R2P May Still Work” (Editorial,
8/27), the editors called for “outside
mediation between factions” in Syria.
Yes, by all means get these people who
are engaged in desperate combat
around a table for leisurely discus-
sions. Perhaps a “discernment” process
could take place. This would be laugh-
able, except that people are being
killed, maimed and tortured every
hour.

The bitter truth: The United States
has no vital interest in military inter-
vention, and the countries closest to
Syria in religion and culture (Turkey,
Saudi Arabia and Jordan) have the
means to intervene but not the stom-
ach for it.

One has to wonder if the responsi-
bility to protect has any real meaning.
Will there ever be a situation in which
R2P is not explained away as simply
too inconvenient?

THOMAS FARRELLY 
Seattle, Wash.

Jesuit Obedience
Re “Of Many Things,” by James
Martin, S.J. (8/27): I knew Vinny
O’Keefe, S.J., when I served on the fac-
ulty of the North American College in
Rome. He occasionally served as con-
fessor for the seminarians and stayed
for supper with the faculty. Always
soft-spoken and gracious, he was filled
with the wisdom born of experience
and maturity in the religious life. 

Father O’Keefe’s recounting of
Pope John Paul II’s decision to ask
Robert Drinan, S.J., not to seek re-
election in the House of
Representatives was mesmerizing.
Father O’Keefe and Father Gerald
Sheehan, another American in the
Jesuit curia at the time, visited the
Vatican to appeal the decision to then-
Cardinal Secretary of State Agostino
Casaroli. The moment Cardinal
Casaroli told them the decision was



To send a letter to the editor we recommend using the link that appears below articles on 
America’s Web site, www.americamagazine.org. This allows us to consider your letter for publi-
cation in both print and online versions of the magazine. Letters may also be sent to America’s
editorial office (address on page 2) or by e-mail to: letters@americamagazine.org. They should
be brief and include the writer’s name, postal address and daytime phone number. Letters may
be edited for length and clarity.
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made by the pope himself, the
American Jesuits closed their file fold-
ers, stood up and shook the cardinal’s
hand, assuring him that the appeal was
over. Vinny said, “Once we knew it
was the pope’s decision—game over.
Jesuits obey.”

(MSGR.) KEVIN IRWIN 
Washington, D.C.

Complacent Catholics
Thank you for the “Faith and the
Voting Booth” issue (8/13). The
chronic difficulty is the complacency
and partisan views of the voting pub-
lic, Catholics included. In voting, being
American trumps being Christian. We
don’t associate and apply the message
of the Gospels to political, economic
or social issues.

This near ignorance is partly, if not
mostly, the fault of us clergy. Most
U.S. Catholics learn about their faith

through homilies at Mass. Issues of
justice are seldom presented.
Abortion and gay marriage become
the focus.

As history shows, the Holy Spirit
is in charge and sustains the church in
all its human frailty, though we all
would be happier and at peace if the
Spirit hastened and simplified the
process.

MARK FRANCESCHINI, O.S.M.
Denver, Colo.

Radical Leap Forward
The essay by the Rev. Michael P. Orsi,
“Fixing the System That Put
Monsignor Lynn in Jail” (In All
Things blog, 8/15), represents a radi-
cal leap forward in our collective dia-
logue about the conditions, structures
and dynamics that facilitated—and
still facilitate—the horror of child
abuse by priests and religious.

This type of truth-telling and anal-
ysis is essential, and it is possible only
when those “on the inside” participate
willingly and proactively. I am grateful
to Father Orsi for his courage in begin-
ning to tell the story and for thought-
fully proposing solutions so that this
horror is never repeated.

JEAN BROOKBANK 
Bethlehem, N.H.

Outside the Seminary
I am in total agreement with Father
Orsi’s analysis. Here’s an additional
idea. The solution to the “go along to
get along” mentality can be addressed
outside the seminary system. I under-
stand the Council of Trent’s insistence
on seminaries (the need for theological
education and priestly formation). But
this goal can be better achieved by a
different model: living and working in
a parish while attending formal cours-
es at a school of theology. From the
first day a man enters the seminary, he
is subtly and not so subtly told to be a
“team player,” which all too often
means being a sycophant to curry favor
with authorities who have life-and-
death power over a candidate’s voca-
tion.

(REV.) PETER M. J. STRAVINSKAS 
Pine Beach, N.J.

Fair Politics
Re “In This Together,” by Bishop
Richard E. Pates (8/13): It was heart-
ening to read the bishop’s call to rise
above partisanship and use our faith to
transform our political parties and our
society. I respectfully add one more
suggestion on how to accomplish this:
Catholics should work for a fair and
nonpartisan electoral process at all lev-
els of government. Political parties
should compete on a level playing
field. Currently the major parties have
de facto control of the system, limiting
ballot access, gerrymandering legisla-
tive districts, appointing partisan
judges and so forth.

SCOTT SCHULTE 
Merriam, Kan.



ous example: Father runs the parish
with the kind of elitism that ignores
the wisdom and insight of thoughtful,
wise parishioners.

M i n i s t e r i a l
hoarding can be
just as much a
problem among
the parish staff,
when members of a
ministry team create
their own fiefs. Surely
one of the effects of origi-
nal sin is that authority is often
accompanied by control issues; for
too many, the more authority they
possess, the less likely they are to be
broadly consultative or solicitous.

The first reading is striking here.
Seventy elders were given “some of
the spirit that was on Moses” and
showed prophetic abilities. Joshua
sees two people he did not know
were on the list and complains to
Moses. Moses responds: “Are you jeal-
ous for my sake? Would that all the
people of the Lord were prophets!”

Regarding those outside the faith,
we would do well to cultivate that
same graciousness. One of the great
witnesses of Blessed Pope John Paul II
was his extraordinary openness to the
Spirit outside of Christianity. In his
lecture on Assisi Day in 1987 concern-
ing spiritual gifts in other religions, he
affirmed, “There are undeniably dif-
ferences that reflect the genius and
spiritual ‘riches’ which God has given
to the peoples.” Perhaps instead of
demanding, “Why are you not one of
us?” we might ask, “What are your

gifts to the kingdom?”
Jesus’ final teaching on discipleship

has everything to do with what to
renounce: “Whoever causes one of
these little ones who believe in me to
sin, it would be better for him if a great
millstone were put around his neck
and he were thrown into the sea.” Jesus
then recommends removing hand, foot
or eye if they lead one to sin. “Better to
enter life crippled than with two feet

to be thrown into Gehenna.”
Obviously this is hyperbole,

and indeed one’s limbs
are not the real problem
but rather disordered
desires. Still, the image

drives home the imper-
ative to renounce any-
thing that leads to sin,

particularly sins that

undermine the faith of others. 
Mark uses the Greek verb skandal-

izein, from which we have “scandalize.”
It does not mean “to shock,” but “to put
a stumbling block in front of some-
one.” Literally, the text reads, “And if
anyone were to cause to stumble one of
the smallest believers in me....” Jesus is
not referring only to leading someone
to sin. When I am rude to students
who are spiritually unfortified, I can
cause them to stumble in faith. When
I gossip, I can lead others to trip.
Better for me to cut off my tongue and
enter eternal life mute than be thrown
into Gehenna full-voiced.

PETER FELDMEIER

Who Is With Us?
TWENTY-SIXTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (B), SEPT. 30, 2012

Readings: Nm 11:25–29; Ps 19:8–14; Jas 5:1–6; Mk 9:38–48

“Would that all people of the Lord were prophets!” (Nm 11:29)
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THE WORD

ise discipleship includes
knowing what to welcome
and what to renounce.

Both last week’s and today’s Gospel
readings provide key parts of Jesus’
teaching on discipleship. In last week’s
reading (Mk 9:30–37), the disciples
had been arguing about who among
them was the greatest; Jesus  com-
manded them to be servants and to
welcome the powerless (a child) as
they would welcome Jesus himself. 

This week’s Gospel picks up from
there. John tells Jesus that “we saw
someone driving out demons in your
name, and we tried to prevent him
because he does not follow us.” This
“tattling” is ironic. It comes shortly
after the disciples themselves failed to
exorcise a demon (9:18). It is as if they
felt upstaged by the success of this
maverick. The kingdom had every-
thing to do with banishing evil, but
they seem to have missed that he was
doing exactly that. Jesus reminds his
disciples that “whoever is not against
us is for us.” 

We see in the Lord’s teaching that
discipleship must include a gracious,
open mind and heart, ready to affirm
all good no matter where it comes
from. “By their fruits you will know
them” (Mt 7:20). Such an insight into
discipleship has applications for intra-
church relations as well as how we
regard nonmembers. Ministry can be
hoarded. Clericalism provides an obvi-

W

PRAYING WITH SCRIPTURE

• What non-Christian witness do you know
to celebrate?

• Consider a major stumbling block you
sometimes place in the path of others.

• Faced with the Lord’s compassion,
renounce this scandal.

PETER FELDMEIER is the Murray/Bacik
Professor of Catholic Studies at the University
of Toledo.
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