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Balancing act
Thank you for Dennis O’Brien’s stimulat-
ing piece: “Incarnation U.: The Future of 
Catholic Higher Education” (June 12). 
To use his terminology and that of John 
O’Malley, I share the sense that the “aca-
demic” university culture needs to be bal-
anced by the “humanistic.” No present or 
former college president would, I suspect, 
think otherwise. But I also think that the 
“prophetic” culture—or what O’Brien 
calls interestingly the “witness studies” 
culture—needs the skeptical discipline 
provided by the “academic.” In Catholic 
circles, at least, the “prophetic” has a 
way of spilling over into the ecclesiasti-
cal, and while I don’t share Lord Acton’s 
proclivity for detecting independently of 
the church the validating finger of God in 
the stupefying scramble of events that we 
call history, I do resonate strongly with his 
affiliated insistence that “no ecclesiastical 
exigency can alter a fact.”

francis oakley

Williamstown, Mass.

Confirmed reports
Rita Ferrone’s article on confirmation 
(“Slap Them Sooner,” July 10) makes 
some very necessary points and advances 
a sensible solution to the current situation 
regarding the time and relationship of 
confirmation and first Communion. One 
element of the process is either assumed 
or found not germane—the question of 
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the purpose of confirmation in the first 
place. If baptism confers full membership 
in the body of Christ, confirmation is no 
longer part of Christian initiation, and 
its only apparent purpose is, as Ferrone 
notes, a rite of passage to adulthood with 
its usual instruction. And this is certainly 
valuable to the church. If, therefore, this 
is the case, confirmation is disconnected 
from initiation and thus from first Com-
munion, which can therefore begin much 
earlier in life. Such a revision would clarify 
the basic understanding of baptism and 
link that sacrament to the Holy Eucharist. 

milton h. coleman

East Syracuse, N.Y.

Well-placed slap
As the catechist for the second graders 
at my parish, I couldn’t agree more with 
Rita Ferrone (“Slap Them Sooner”) that 
the Eucharist is the culmination of Chris-
tian initiation, and it’s recognized as such 
by both the kids and their parents. The 
Eucharist is the driving force behind the 
entire year’s catechesis. Every lesson refers 
to it. The emotional impact of the Eucha-
rist is so natural and so strong that my 
fear about administering confirmation at 
the same time is that confirmation simply 
can’t compete, that it will get lost in the 
sacramental crush. I also prepare my kids 
for first reconciliation, but it’s far enough 
away from first Communion (at our parish 
we do first reconciliation during Lent) that 
it can be given the individual attention—
and prayer—that it deserves. Even so, in 
the kids’ eyes, it’s still a poor cousin to 
first Communion. If they were to receive 
both Eucharist and confirmation at once, 
they might feel like confirmation was an 
add-on, an opening act for first Commu-
nion. It would be “the one with the oil.” 
And while the Catechism states that con-
firmation can be administered at the “age 
of discretion” (like the Eucharist, around 
age seven), one might interpret the term 
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How good is the deal the United States and its 
partners have struck with Iran to dismantle 
that nation’s capacity to build a nuclear weap-
on? On the face of it, the agreement looks like 

a remarkable achievement for President Barack Obama, 
Secretary of State John Kerry, and the five major powers 
that have been in negotiations with Iran. Of course, every-
thing depends on whether Iran’s compliance can be verified 
with confidence. There are good reasons to think it can.      

Iran has agreed to reduce its ability to enrich uranium by 
two-thirds, cut its stockpile of already enriched uranium 
by 96 percent, convert its impregnable underground facility 
at Fordow into a physics-research laboratory, and remove 
the core of the heavy-water plutonium-producing reactor 
at Arak. It will retain a capacity to enrich a small amount 
of uranium at very low levels for medical and scientif ic 
purposes. An intrusive inspection regime by the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency will last ten to fifteen years. 
Those inspections, which will include Iranian military 
installations if necessary, are much tougher than anything 
the United States could get the Soviet Union to accept in 
Cold War disarmament talks. Sales of conventional of-
fensive weapons to Iran are prohibited for five years, and 
ballistic-missile technology for eight. Today it would take 
Iran just a month or two to produce enough weapons-
grade uranium to build a nuclear weapon. Under the new 
agreement, that so-called break-out time will increase to 
a year, giving the world ample time to react if necessary.  

In return for mothballing, if not abandoning, its nuclear 
ambitions, economic sanctions against the country will 
gradually be lifted. This will allow the Iranians to reclaim 
as much as $150 billion in frozen assets and to become, 
once again, a major supplier of petroleum and natural gas. 
Critics argue that giving Iran access to international markets 
will provide its authoritarian regime with the resources it 
needs to create greater instability in the region. That is a 
clear, if limited, danger, and one that the United States 
and its allies are already taking steps to guard against. 
What remains indisputable, however, is that the threat Iran 
poses to its Sunni neighbors and to Israel would be much 
greater if it possessed a nuclear weapon. Some opponents 
of the agreement think stiffer sanctions combined with 
the threat of imminent military action is the only answer 
to Iranian aggression. Others argue that war is inevitable. 
But preemptive war is neither strategically nor morally 
justified. For the past two years Iran has demonstrated a 

A Better Way
From the Editors

willingness to cooperate with I.A.E.A. inspections and 
come to a realistic accommodation with the international 
community. Meanwhile, the sanctions have worked, crip-
pling Iran’s economy and limiting its political options. 
Iran is a young and highly educated society, and its older, 
radical religious leaders face increasing domestic unrest. 
Unilateral U.S. military action would set back the Iranian 
nuclear program only a few years at most and result in an 
even greater Iranian determination to acquire a nuclear 
weapon in the name of self-defense. An attack would also 
shatter the international coalition now keeping Iran in 
check and strengthen the ayatollahs’ hold on the populace. 

Congress has sixty days to debate the merits of the agree-
ment. The lobbying is already fierce. Most Republicans, 
urged on by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
apocalyptic warnings, are opposed to any deal. Demo-
crats in the House will likely stand with the president, if 
nervously. In the Senate, it will take the votes of thirteen 
Democrats to override the president’s threatened veto and 
hand Obama a defeat as momentous as that suffered by 
Woodrow Wilson when Congress rejected the League of 
Nations. Should Congress reject the agreement, the Iranians 
will be quick to condemn the United States for obstruc-
tion and belligerence. The international coalition behind 
sanctions would then quickly unravel. That prospect hasn’t 
stopped Republican presidential hopefuls from vying to 
outdo one another in demagoguing the issue. Summoning 
the tireless ghost of Neville Chamberlain, Jeb Bush called 
the deal “appeasement.” Former Arkansas Governor Mike 
Huckabee claims it will enable Iran to “carry out its threat 
to ‘wipe Israel off the map’ and bring ‘death to America.’” 
Meanwhile, Netanyahu has called the deal “a stunning 
historic mistake.”

It would be a stunning historic mistake if Congress did 
not seize this opportunity to put Iran to the final test. If 
Iran cheats, there are strong mechanisms in the agreement 
that quickly re-impose sanctions. As Obama has argued in 
explaining the value of negotiating with regimes you don’t 
trust, both Ronald Reagan and Richard Nixon concluded 
verif iable treaties with much more dangerous foes than 
Iran. The right-wing hawks strongly opposed those deals 
as well, insisting that the United States could and should 
impose its will on our enemies and allies alike simply be-
cause of our strength and presumed virtue. The long and 
tragic series of recent U.S. military failures abroad should 
remind us that there is a better way. n
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The uncle of a parishioner died. 
His funeral was being held in a 
church a couple of towns away 

and I decided to attend as a concelebrant 
of the Mass. I actually enjoy these oc-
casions, since they offer an opportunity 
to pray at a liturgy without the usual 
responsibilities of preaching or having 
to lead the worship. Very often, this 
old dog learns a few new tricks—some 
fresh new preaching angle, or maybe a 
bit of new music—but sometimes there’s 
a clear lesson in what not to 
do, as was the case in this 
instance.

Things began well enough. 
The pastor would preside at 
the Mass, and he greeted me 
warmly in the sacristy. He 
was an amiable and friendly 
guy and we chatted about the 
deceased and his family, as 
well as developments in the 
diocese and parish. Things 
started going south with the 
opening hymn. There was a 
blast of sound from the organ 
and suddenly the priest and 
adult altar server, still in the sacristy, 
jumped to attention. We marched out 
into the church and down the main aisle 
to greet the body and the family, all 
the while accompanied by one of the 
most piercing human voices I have ever 
heard. I recognized the hymn, but could 
not make out a word of it, since the 
organist’s voice was so high. I should 
have known we were in serious trouble 
when the priest, in the greeting prayer, 
blessed the body of “Amos” rather than 
the body of “Joseph.” I’m sure I looked 
rather confused. I heard that Uncle Joe 
had died. Who was Amos? Only later 
did I learn that, despite using his middle 
name of Joseph for his entire ninety-
four years, the deceased’s legal name 
was Amos. 

When it was time for the homily, 

Fr. Nonomen

How to Do a Funeral
step one: keep your glasses off the coffin
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Father Pastor stepped away from the 
pulpit and walked down to the family 
in the pews. I was about to give him 
extra points for speaking from the heart 
without notes, when, from under his 
robes, he produced a newspaper clip-
ping. The obituary. He read it aloud 
and then did something I have never 
seen in all my decades of priesthood. He 
removed his reading glasses and casu-
ally placed them on the casket as if it 
were the coffee table in his living room. 

He continued in his own words, some 
of which I recognized from a sample 
homily in an old guide for funerals. But 
at this point no one in the congregation 
was paying much attention to what he 
was saying because we couldn’t take our 
eyes off those reading glasses! I knew 
the pastor to be a nice man. He wasn’t 
intentionally being disrespectful. Just 
unthinking.

Sensitivity. If there is ever a time 
when a parish is called to be sensitive, 
and to be thinking about what sensitiv-
ity requires, it’s when ministering to a 
family after a death. Not only has some-
one dearly loved been lost, but very often 
that loss comes after weeks or months of 
worry and suffering. Nerves have been 
rubbed raw and patience worn thin. 
Sometimes, a funeral is a person’s first 

contact with a parish after years of in-
activity or absence. 

In these days of larger parishes and 
fewer priests, chances are greater that 
the pastor will not have known the 
deceased. Priests should take the time 
to meet with a family a few days before 
the wake and funeral. I have found that 
spending an hour with a family listen-
ing to their stories about Grandma 
and then walking them through the 
liturgical choices that have to be made 

makes my job much easier 
when it comes to preach-
ing and presiding. Learn-
ing the little things about a 
person’s life can help guide 
the family to more mean-
ingful scriptural readings. 
Learning the big things, like 
what first name the deceased 
used, is not only comfort-
ing, but spares the congrega-
tion from having to scratch 
their heads and wonder who 
Amos is. Let the music at a 
funeral be singable or, at the 
very least, bearable. Many 

parishes have volunteer “Resurrection 
choirs,” which are particularly effective 
in creating an atmosphere of prayer 
and participation. 

Finally, remember that a funeral 
might well be the f irst trip back to 
church for many, not to mention an 
introduction to Catholicism for many 
others in the congregation. It’s a chance 
to show that the compassion of Christ 
lives at the heart of our communities. 
That compassion ought to be manifest 
in all the liturgical choices we make, 
keeping us mindful, one hopes, of the 
difference between coffins and coffee 
tables. n

Fr. Nonomen is the pastor of a suburban 
church. He has been a priest for more than 
twenty-five years. 

columnists
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One of the great things about 
Facebook is the wide range 
of people one can be “friends” 

with while still clinging to one’s own 
ideological profile. In real life, we hang 
out and converse mainly with people 
who agree with us. Our views are sel-
dom challenged; we don’t have to bother 
very often with people we believe to be 
misguided, stupid, or just plain crazy.

But on social media, where I am 
“friends” with high-school classmates, 
colleagues from work, friends of friends, 
my children’s circle, and a host of others 
I can’t even remember meeting, I am 
frequently pulled up short. I recently 
posted a photo of myself holding a new-
born baby. The photo was overlaid with 
the Gay Pride rainbow currently omni-
present on Facebook. The caption read: 
“This baby will grow up free to choose 
who he loves and how he lives.”

My left-wing friends loved it. I got 
hundreds of “likes” and dozens of com-
ments agreeing with the caption. But 
then my conservative friends began to 
weigh in: “How do we define marriage? 
Does the state decide or is it more pro-
found?” “How about marriage between 
siblings? Why should this be a problem 
for same-sex couples? Or opposite-sex 
couples who aren’t sleeping together?” 
“And will the people who don’t want 
to participate in this be equally free?”

One of my conservative friends posted 
a link to an article by Peter Kreeft—a 
professor at Boston College—laying out 
the traditional Catholic position against 
same-sex marriage. Reading it, I finally 
realized the problem with that position: 
It simply makes no sense to anyone who 
isn’t Catholic.

Religious visions of marriage are 
opaque to those outside the fold: Hin-
dus, Muslims, and Jews—to name just 
three—also have complex definitions 
of marriage and rules for husbands and 

Jo McGowan

The More You Know
what gay friends teach us

wives (particularly wives) that would be 
unacceptable and absurd if they were 
imposed on nonbelievers. What Catholic 
couple would accept sharia law in their 
marriage? How would a Catholic wife 
feel about the Orthodox Jewish rule that 
she cut her hair and wear a wig? What 
young Catholic couple would accept the 
Hindu practice of parents choosing their 
child’s spouse?

India, where I live, is still struggling 
to enforce a uniform civil code years 
after its constitution declared it a secular 
state. Here, people of different religions 
still obey different sets of laws. The re-
sult, predictably, is chaotic, unfair, and 
particularly harmful to marginalized 
groups like women, gays, and people 
with disabilities. For example, the law 
says that Hindus may divorce under 
certain circumstances. Christians may 
not divorce under any circumstances. 
Muslim men (not women) can walk out 
of a marriage simply by uttering Talaq 
three times. Polygamy is against the 
law for everyone except Muslim men. 
Hindus may adopt legally; Christians 
and Muslims may only be their adoptive 
child’s “guardians.” Some women can 
inherit; others may not. Rape survivors 
are instructed by Hindu and Muslim 
judges to marry their attacker to preserve 
their honor. Gay people, of any or no 
religion, are not allowed to have sex (it’s 
punishable with life in prison). Until 
recently, people with disabilities, whom 
traditional Hindus regard as paying for 
sins in an earlier life, were not allowed 
to own property, open bank accounts, 
or refuse to be sterilized. Just being a 
citizen of India does not entitle a person 
to all the rights that other Indians enjoy. 
In many cases, your religion determines 
how and whom you may marry, what 
can be done to your body, what kind of 
parent you can be, and what will happen 
to your property after you die.

Religion makes for bad law, espe-
cially because it is seldom subjected 
to a democratic process. Revelation, 
scripture, and tradition can be used by 
the powerful to relegate women to a 
subservient position, rob the disabled 
of any meaningful life, and criminal-
ize gays simply for being who they are.

Many people who oppose gay mar-
riage have no gay friends (that they 
know of) and are repulsed by a sexual-
ity that seems so different from their 
own. Religious teaching reinforces 
that disgust with frequent reminders 
that gay sexuality is sinful and in-
herently disordered, subtly making 
it acceptable to discriminate against 
LGBT persons and adding to a cli-
mate in which outright persecution 
is also acceptable. There is no such 
hysteria about other “sins.” Greed, for 
example, robs the poor of a just wage, 
legitimizes mindless consumption, 
and destroys the natural environment. 
But while we may disapprove of it, we 
don’t isolate or target all those greedy 
people. 

As Catholics, we don’t make it our 
mission to oppose war taxes or to fight 
for legal sanctions against a consumer 
culture, though both run counter to 
the life that Jesus calls us to. Why 
such a concerted effort to impose our 
political will on gays and lesbians? 
Fear does strange things.

The more gay people we know, the 
less likely we are to hang on to the old 
stigmas and exclusions: love changes 
everything. Perfect love casts out fear. 
Nothing—nothing—has changed me 
as much as being friends with gay peo-
ple has. The theory, the doctrine, the 
dogma: it all disappears in the face of 
friendship, lived experience, and love.

I can’t speak for Jesus. None of us can. 
But considering the people he hung out 
with, I think he might approve. n
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Short takes

Euripides and Aristophanes might have enjoyed the 
current agon of the Greek government, for it offers 
a rich admixture of tragedy and comedy. It’s hard to 

feel sorry for Greece. An oligarchy of ship-owners, bankers, 
and politicians have enriched themselves and impoverished 
the country, buying off the electorate with no-show jobs, 
early retirements, and extensive subsidies—a banana republic 
in the heart of Europe.

Greece’s spendthrift ways have elicited several bailouts 
since 2009, each one eventuating in half-hearted austerity 
measures, higher debt, and lower growth. Over the past 
few months, the maneuvering for yet another bailout has 
generated a change in government, riots and demonstrations, 
and, most recently, a capitulation of sorts by the leftist Syriza 
government. But the details of that are yet to be negotiated, 
and no new money will be forthcoming without tough new 
spending cuts. August 20 is a crucial date: that’s when the 
Greeks must pay a €3.5 billion loan installment to the 
European Central Bank (ECB). A default could pave the 
way for the so-called Grexit, a Greek exit from the single-
currency regime, which many fear could lead to a breakup, 
or at least radical shrinkage, of the entire eurozone. 

Greece joined what is now the European Community 
only in 1981, half a dozen years after it had installed its 
first modern democratic government. The single-currency 
eurozone was established in 1999, but membership required 
standards of financial management that Greece could not 

Charles R. Morris

Bring Back the Drachma
why greece should leave the eurozone
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meet. But in 2001, it managed to squeeze in after Gold-
man Sachs showed the Greek government how to falsify 
its national accounts.

For Greece, eurozone membership was destabilizing. 
Members can issue eurobonds, so post-admission Greek 
bonds looked much like the bonds issued by the sober and 
reliable German or Dutch governments. Greece naturally 
issued lots of eurobonds—for example, to build the stadiums, 
airports, and new hotels it needed to host the 2004 Olympics.

Greek bonds did carry a small interest premium, however, 
so they were devoured by European banks. Interest rates 
were scraping bottom throughout the world, and the small 
Greek premium, when multiplied by the thirty- or even 
forty-to-one leverage ratios favored by European banks, 
produced boffo profits. Bank lawyers somehow managed 
to remain oblivious to the very prominent provisions in the 
eurozone treaty stipulating that each country was responsible 
for paying back its own debt.

Had bankers had eyes for anything other than their own 
bonuses, they would have soon capped Greek debt issuance, 
for Greece was a subprime country if there ever was one—the 
equivalent of the one-room shack with a subprime mortgage 
in Orange, California. But, hey, this was the 2000s, the 
epoch of the “Great Moderation.” The world’s central bankers 
proclaimed that they had eliminated recessions. Trade was 
booming, high finance was a new Acropolis, bond buyers 
were high on the intoxicating gases of the Oracle at Delphi. 
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Then the cold blast of the Great Recession whisked away the 
illusions, and the marble temples of investors’ imaginations 
were exposed as so many skid rows.

So, yes, the Greeks got into this mess with eyes wide 
open. But so did the rest of the eurozone and all the world’s 
international bankers. And the country that profited most 
from the indiscipline of the Greece was Germany, now the 
new Scourge of Profligacy.

International trade requires exchanging currencies. 
American purchases from China are made with yuan, 
not dollars, and vice-versa. (The actual exchanges are 

managed by banks.) Americans have long complained that 
the Chinese government represses the value of the yuan, 
instead of allowing free-market pricing to determine the 
yuan-dollar conversion rate. But China’s growth strategy 
required export surpluses to fund its development. An un-
dervalued yuan made Chinese products look very cheap in 
terms of dollars, and made dollar-denominated products 
very expensive when priced in yuan. Presto, a big Chinese 
trade surplus with America.

When the single-currency eurozone was created, the value 
of the new euro was based on its average purchasing power 
throughout the currency zone. Greece and Germany were 
on opposite ends of that average. So Greece could borrow 
in euros and enjoy a currency that was grossly overvalued 
relative to its ability to pay. Germany, on the other hand, 
was gifted with one of the cheapest trading currencies in the 
world. Some recent estimates are that if Germans had stuck 
with the deutschemark instead of joining the eurozone, the 
price of German exports would now be 40 percent higher.

Predictably, German trade surpluses soared, with more 
than half earned from other eurozone countries. Germany 
retired a great deal of its old debt, balanced its budget, and 
at the same time kept investing in its export machine. After 
the 2008 crash, German trade within the eurozone dropped 
sharply, as doubts rose about the ability of the “PIIGS” (Por-
tugal, Ireland, Italy, Greece, and Spain) to pay their bills. 
But Germany has diligently diversified its export markets, 
so exports still account for nearly half of German GDP. The 
German 2014 trade surplus was about 8 percent of GDP, 
one of the highest in the world. (China’s trade balance has 
recently been running at only about 2 percent of GDP.) The 
world’s most predatory trader is now Germany, both inside 
and outside the eurozone.

 Although Germany’s lending within the eurozone has 
already generated huge trade flows and profits, it is insisting 
on punctilious repayment of every euro. That has put it at 
odds with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), which 
has participated in the previous bailouts. Christine Lagarde, 
the IMF’s boss, has been insisting that the Greeks need true 
debt relief, not just further loans. According to the IMF’s 
most recent analyses of Greece’s obligations, the Greeks 
would have to run a budget surplus, before interest payments, 
of 3.5 percent a year for “several decades,” and achieve the 

same productivity as Ireland and the same unemployment 
rate as Germany. Those are laughable objectives. Ireland 
is a young and technically sophisticated country, with the 
highest productivity in Europe. Germany is populated by 
Germans, who have a fondness for discipline. Greece is an 
aging third-world relic, culturally and economically closer 
to a Turkey than to a France or an Austria.

That events could come to such a pass is a telling com-
mentary on the inadequacy of eurozone institutions. For 
example, any bailout of a member state, other than one caused 
by natural disaster, requires the unanimous consent of all 
the other member states. Finland has taken an even harder 
line than Germany, and may still insist on submitting any 
final Greek deal to its parliament for approval. Imagine if the 
Texas legislature had a veto over, say, federal aid to Detroit.

Greece, indeed, may be better off outside the eurozone, as 
the hard-line German finance minister, Wolfgang Schäuble, 
speculated a few weeks ago. The repeated imposition of 
austerity policies in Greece has generated a catastrophic 
collapse of GDP, a spike in what was already Europe’s high-
est unemployment rate, and a partial shutdown of banks. 
Greece’s recent referendum on accepting the eurozone’s 
financial requirements produced a resounding “Hell no!” But 
polls suggest that the Greeks really didn’t mean it—perhaps 
because they don’t trust their own politicians without the 
eurozone looking over their shoulders.

But the recent experiences of countries like Argentina 
suggest that default may be workable. The first step would 
be to repudiate all outside debt, and create a new internal 
currency that would have to be carefully controlled so as 
not to create runaway inflation. Elect a reform government 
that collects taxes and reduces spending. Get rid of all the 
rules that specify the size of a loaf of bread, and other petty 
bureaucracy. Over time, peg your new drachmas to the euro, 
pay your bills and balance your budgets, and your drachmas 
will gradually be recognized in trading for external essentials. 
Then start negotiating with external debtors for greatly 
reduced settlements of defaulted bonds.

That’s more or less what a number of Latin American 
countries did in the 1980s after defaulting on their trillions 
of 1970s petrodollar debts. Those were pretty irresponsible 
borrowers, but when total collapse hit, countries pulled 
up their socks, elected some responsible politicians, and 
stayed the course, although each had to pass through years 
of grinding poverty. It may have made a difference that the 
austerities were ones they imposed on themselves. Greece 
is a small country, but it is a prime tourist attraction, and 
has world-class specialty agricultural products—its olive 
oil, experts say, may be the best in the world.

All of that will take time, and it will be very painful. But 
it already is. n

Charles R. Morris, a Commonweal columnist, is the author of 
The Two Trillion Dollar Meltdown (Public Affairs), among 
other books, and is a fellow at the Century Foundation.
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Whether Americans today sin more frequently or 
less frequently than they did when I was a boy 
growing up in the 1950s is difficult to say. Yet 

this much is certain: Back then, on matters related to sex 
and family, a rough congruity existed between prevailing 
American cultural norms and the traditional teachings of 
the Catholic Church. Today that is no longer the case. If any 
doubts persisted on that point, the Supreme Court decision 
in the case of Obergefell v. Hodges, legalizing gay marriage, 
demolished them once and for all. 

During the early days of the Cold War, when it came to 
marriage, divorce, abortion, and sex out of wedlock—not to 
mention a shared antipathy for Communism—Washington 
and Rome may not have been in lockstep, but they marched 
to pretty much the same tune. As for homosexuality, well, 
it ranked among those subjects consigned to the category 
of unmentionables. 

No doubt the hypocrisy quotient among those upholding 
various prohibitions on what Americans could do in the 
privacy of their own bedroom or the backseat of their father’s 
car was considerable. But for a nation locked in an existential 
struggle against a godless adversary, paying lip service to 
such norms was part of what it meant to be “under God.” 

Cold War–era sexual mores had implications for U.S. 
foreign policy. Even if honored only in the breach, the pre-
vailing code—sex consigned to monogamous heterosexual 
relationships sanctified by marriage—imparted legitimacy 
to the exercise of American power. In measured doses, 
self-restraint and self-denial offered indicators of collec-
tive moral fiber. By professing respect for God’s law, we 
positioned ourselves on his side. It followed that he was on 
ours. Here was American chosenness affirmed. Certainty 
that the United States enjoyed divine favor made it pos-
sible to excuse a multitude of transgressions committed in 
the name of defending a conception of freedom ostensibly 
mindful of God’s own strictures. 

The Justices who voted in favor of gay marriage don’t 
care a lick about whether the United States is “under God” 
or not. On that score, however dubious their reading of 
the Constitution, they have accurately gauged the signs of 
the times. The people of “thou shall not” have long since 
become the people of “whatever,” with obligations deriving 
from moral tradition subordinated to claims of individual 
autonomy. That’s the way we like it. August members of 
the Supreme Court have now given their seal of approval. 

Their decision highlights just how attenuated the putative 
link between God’s law and American freedom has become. 
As a force in American politics, religion is in retreat. True, 

even today politicians adhere to rituals that retain religious 
overtones. For example, the National Prayer Breakfast that 
President Eisenhower instituted in 1953 remains a fixture on 
Washington’s calendar. Yet this is an exercise in nostalgia, 
devoid of substance. Some symbols matter—like display-
ing the Confederate battle f lag, for example. Others—like 
emblazoning your currency with “In God We Trust”—don’t 
mean squat.

On balance, we may judge this a clarifying moment. The 
irreversibility of the cultural revolution that has unfolded 
across the past half-century now becomes apparent to all. 
The trajectory of change that this revolution mandates will 
continue, even if its ultimate destination remains hidden. 
For some, the transformation underway may be a source of 
regret; for others, a cause for celebration. But there is no 
denying its profound significance, reaching into every corner 
of American existence. 

Andrew J. Bacevich

‘Under God’
same-sex marriage & foreign policy

A page from Treasure Chest, a comic book distributed to Catholic 
schools in the United States in 1961
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A nation once purportedly “under God” has decisively re-
jected the hierarchical relationship that phrase implies. Those 
who interpret the nation’s laws have dropped all pretense of 
deferring to guidance from above. From here on out, we’ve 
got the green light to chart our own course.

Again, however, there are likely to be foreign-policy impli-
cations. For Americans, as Obergefell vividly testifies, freedom 
is not a fixed proposition. It evolves, expands, and becomes 
more inclusive, bringing freedom’s prevailing definition (at 
least in American eyes) ever closer to perfection. 

But a nation founded on universal claims—boldly enumerat-
ing rights with which “all men” are endowed—finds intoler-
able any conception of freedom that differs from its own. The 
ongoing evolution of American freedom creates expectations 
with which others are expected to comply. 

Recall that for the first two centuries of this nation’s ex-
istence, American diplomats were indifferent to discrimina-
tion against women. Then gender equality found a place on 
the American political agenda. Now the State Department 
maintains an Office of Global Women’s Issues devoted to 
“empowering women politically, socially, and economically 
around the world.” 

We should anticipate something similar occurring in rela-
tion to LGBT communities worldwide. Their plight, which 
is real, will necessarily emerge as a matter of official U.S. 
concern. Today the United States condemns the racism, sex-
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ism, and anti-Semitism that Americans once found eminently 
tolerable. Tomorrow standing in principled opposition to 
anti-LGTB discrimination wherever it exists will become a 
moral imperative, Americans declaring themselves rid of sins 
they themselves had committed just yesterday. 

Whether or not U.S. support for LGBT rights goes beyond 
the rhetorical, societies still viewing themselves as “under God” 
will bridle at this sudden turnabout. Especially in the Islamic 
world, demands to conform to the latest revision of American 
(and therefore universal) freedom will strike many as not only 
unwelcome but also unholy encroachments. Whether the up-
shot will contribute to the collective well-being of humankind 
or sow the seeds of further conflict remains to be seen. At least 
in the near term, the latter seems more likely than the former. 

In any case, we are witnessing a remarkable inversion in 
the relationship between religion and American statecraft. 
Rather than facilitating the pursuit of America’s liberating 
mission, faith now becomes an impediment, an obstacle to 
freedom’s further advance. It’s no longer the godless who pose 
a problem, but the God-fearing with their stubborn refusal 
to accommodate truths that Americans have ever so recently 
discovered. Almost without anyone noticing, God himself 
has moved from our side to theirs. n

Andrew J. Bacevich is a professor emeritus of history and 
international relations at Boston University.



C
om

m
on

w
ea
l .

 A
ug

us
t 

14
, 2

01
5

13

Outside of Bolivia, I don’t think many people knew of 
Luis Espinal before Pope Francis, during his recent 
visit to that country, stopped to pray at the site where 

Espinal’s body, riddled with bullets and showing signs of 
torture, was found in a landfill. Evo Morales, Bolivia’s first 
indigenous president, gave the pope a replica of a wooden 
crucifix that Luis had sculpted; it portrays Christ nailed to a 
hammer and sickle. This seemed a clumsy and controversial 
gesture, to say the least, implying that Espinal, an icon in 
the country’s struggle for democracy, was in fact a secret 
Marxist who would have supported Morales. This, at any 
rate, was the impression I had from the way the incident 
was presented by the media. I was disconcerted at first. This 
was not at all the Luis Espinal I knew.

I lived in Bolivia for five years and 
got to know “Lucho” Espinal fairly 
well. In fact, he is one of the god-
fathers of my son. In a corridor of 
our house hangs a wooden sculpture 
by Luis depicting the head and arms 
of the crucified Christ. Christ ap-
pears to be in a peaceful yet somehow 
painful sleep, all absorbed in his work 
of redemption. It wasn’t hard to get 
to know Luis: he was a very simple 
and unpresuming person who always 
seemed to be available to anyone. At 
that time he was known mostly as a 
film critic and taught communica-
tions at the Catholic University of La 
Paz. His main interest was the media. 
He lived with two other Jesuits in a 
very simple dwelling in one of the 
poorer districts of La Paz. 

To understand Luis, it is important 
to situate him in the context of his 
times. The day I arrived in La Paz in 1974, the big news was 
that Hugo Banzer’s government had ordered the suppres-
sion of the Justice and Peace Commission of the Bolivian 
bishops’ conference. The priest in charge of the commis-
sion was expelled from the country. The church, accused 
of fomenting social unrest and encouraging subversion, was 
deeply divided. The Bolivian Constitution still recognized 
Catholicism as the official religion, and the state promised 
to favor and protect it. (This changed a few years ago, when 
Bolivia became a secular state after a referendum.) In return 
for this privileged status, the church had the obligation to 
cooperate with and support the state. Under Banzer, the 

military ruled by decrees; political parties and trade unions 
were banned. The Justice and Peace Commission was the 
only organization that had dared to criticize the government. 
With its suppression, tranquility was restored—but it was 
the tranquility of a graveyard. A large part of the clergy and 
hierarchy were satisfied with this: as long as they behaved 
and stuck to administering the sacraments and oversee-
ing popular devotions, they were considered to be doing 
God’s work and had it pretty good. But underneath it all, 
there was deep frustration and humiliation. Elements of the 
clergy were shocked by the dismal conditions and thousand 
little tyrannies to which the people were submitted. Many 
foreign priests, in particular, were unaccustomed to deal-
ing with such situations and felt they could not cooperate 

with policies and practices so offensive to simple human 
dignity. Luis was Spanish but totally devoted to the poor 
of Bolivia; he had renounced his Spanish citizenship and 
was a naturalized Bolivian.

A turning point came in 1978 when Adolfo Pérez Esquivel, 
the future Nobel Peace Prize recipient, visited La Paz. At that 
time he was head of what was called the Peace and Justice 
Commission of Argentina, a human-rights advocacy group. 
He quietly proposed to set up a similar group in Bolivia. 
Jimmy Carter had been elected in the United States and was 
championing human rights; and it was widely felt that if 
we could put together an organization dedicated exclusively 

Jerry Ryan

Artist, Activist, Martyr
The priest behind the hammer-and-sickle crucifix

Portrait of Luis Espinal by Gaston Ugalde
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to human rights, the military would probably not dare to 
attack it. It was also important that such a group be totally 
independent of the church and its hierarchy. The new group 
would be a voice for the oppressed, their only voice. A few 
months later a delegate of Pérez Esquivel came to La Paz 
and helped us organize. He did a remarkable job: within 
a week the Permanent Assembly for Human Rights had 
become a reality. Luis was part of the project, but he was 
not offered a leadership role—nor would he have wanted 
one. That would have been totally out of character for him.

The new Human Rights Assembly set itself very modest 
goals at the beginning. It was not at all prepared when a 
group of women whose husbands had been jailed showed 
up and announced that they were going on a hunger strike 
and planned to install themselves in the bishop’s residence. 
Members of the Assembly tried to dissuade the women, 
telling them it would be pointless at this stage of the game. 
The women’s reply was simple: “We didn’t come here looking 
for advice or even support. We are simply telling you what 
we are going to do whether you like it or not. Our husbands 
are in prison, we don’t have anything to eat anyway so we 
might as well fast publicly.” There were three women and 
perhaps ten children in the group. When, after a few days, 
it became obvious that this was very serious and the chil-
dren still refused the food the bishop had sent them, ten 
members of the Assembly offered to replace the children 
and this was accepted by the mothers. Luis was among 
those who offered themselves. The new group set up shop 
in the offices of Presencia, a Catholic daily newspaper, not 
particularly known for its opposition to the dictatorship. 
Hunger strikes soon began to break out all over the coun-
try. After about two weeks, the government broke into the 
newspaper offices and forcibly removed the hunger strikers. 
The authorities claimed they found plenty of food, liquor, 
and drugs on the premises, and that the whole thing was a 
farce. Unfortunately for the government, a television station, 
alerted to the raid, had the whole thing filmed and broadcast. 
The footage showed people being carried out on stretchers, 
too weak to walk and singing the Beatitudes. About a week 
later, Banzer announced that he was resigning, and that 
elections would be held. 

The transition to democracy after years of a totalitar-
ian dictatorship was not easy, and for a long time 
the situation was chaotic. During that period, Luis 

launched a weekly newspaper called Aquí, which was a voice 
of sanity and clarity in the middle of all the confusion. He 
continued to teach at the Catholic University. He was a poet 
and an artist, with a very acute sensitivity and a genuine 
love for the oppressed and humiliated. On March 21, 1980, 
he was kidnapped a few blocks from his house. Someone 
heard him cry, “This is it!”—as if he was expecting it. His 
body was found the next morning.

They say that after the death of Benedict Joseph Labre—a 
homeless beggar and mystic who lived among the ruins of 

the Roman Colosseum—the people of Rome proclaimed 
him a saint before he was even buried. Something similar 
happened to Luis. He was not particularly well known, not 
much of a public figure, but the whole city of La Paz shut 
down for his funeral. The largest crowd I’d ever seen ac-
companied Luis’s body from the cathedral to the cemetery, 
some singing hymns and praying, others shouting political 
slogans. Luis had touched something deep in the hearts of 
the Bolivian people he loved so much, and they recognized 
their purest aspirations in him. Their affection and gratitude 
has not faded with the passage of time. Streets, markets, 
and schools have been named in his honor. You can’t go far 
in La Paz without seeing his name.

Luis did not belong to any political party. Nor was he part 
of any organized “movement.” He was a man of peace and 
dialogue. There was even something a bit timid about him; 
he never imposed himself and would render little services 
without being asked. There was an unmistakable purity in 
him, and this purity was truly revolutionary.

But it would not surprise me if, given the situation at the 
time, Luis had seen in Marxism Gospel values that were 
sorely lacking in certain sectors of the church, and believed 
that these values could and should be incorporated into a 
Christian vision of society. That he should have such senti-
ments seems almost natural. I had them myself at the time. 
In Latin America, Marxism took many forms; it was not 
identified only with the Communist Party. In fact, the bona 
fide Communist parties I knew in Latin America were little 
self-enclosed cliques with little popular support. There was 
a need for some sort of collaboration with what was best 
in the left-wing parties. That seemed indispensable if real 
change were to come about.

When Pope Francis was questioned about the “strange” 
gift of the “Marxist Christ,” his response clarified the real 
signif icance of the sculpture. The pope, unlike myself, 
seems to have gotten it right away. Just as those who tried to 
live the Beatitudes were automatically branded “Marxists” 
by the powerful and comfortable, Christ too might have 
been crucified as a Marxist, branded with the stigma of the 
hammer and sickle, with all its connotations of hatred and 
destruction. It is a very powerful and provocative challenge. 
There are not lacking voices today, in this country and even 
in the church, similarly branding Pope Francis a “Marxist” 
(for example, Rush Limbaugh). Bishop Romero was assas-
sinated two days after Luis for being a “Marxist”; Dorothy 
Day was considered a Communist; Thomas Merton, a 
subversive. Time has shown them to be prophets, ahead of 
their time. “By their fruits shall you know them.”

What Pope Francis, the “Marxist pope,” is doing for the 
church is the stuff Luis dreamed of. And I think that Pope 
Francis, who certainly knew Luis, is well aware of that. 
It was people like Luis who went to the peripheries and 
prepared the way. n

Jerry Ryan is a frequent contributor to Commonweal.
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Cathleen Kaveny is the Darald and Juliet Libby Professor 
in both the Law School and Theology Department at Boston 
College. This article was adapted from a chapter in Familie: 
Auslaufmodell oder Garant unserer Zukunft? (Herder).

Mercy for the Remarried
What the Church Can Learn from Civil Law

Cathleen Kaveny

When Pope Francis announced his plan for 
last October’s Extraordinary Synod on 
the Family, he insisted that it not focus 
on abstract questions of moral theology, 

sacramental theology, and canon law—as important as they 
may be—but rather on pastoral concerns. Francis asked 
the synod fathers not to sidestep thorny questions facing 
the church today, but rather 
to engage in open debate, even 
if doing so led to passionate 
disagreement. The bishops 
followed his advice. 

Some of the most passion-
ate disagreements surrounded 
the question of whether Cath-
olics who divorce and remarry 
can receive the Eucharist. On 
one side are those like Cardi-
nal Gerhard Müller, prefect 
of the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith, who 
insist that such Catholics be 
barred from the Communion 
line. On the other are those 
like Cardinal Walter Kasper, 
who want the church to find a 
way to readmit some of them. 
Both camps have publicized 
their arguments in books, 
magazines, and journals, marshaling theology, Scripture, 
and tradition to make their cases. But there is an unlikely 
source neither has yet cited, one with a lot to offer: the 
secular legal tradition.

What is it about the insights of secular law that might 
help address this question of Catholic discipline? Secular law 
can help us grapple with questions about when wrongdoing 
begins, when it ends, and how people can put it behind them 

and move on with their lives. In other words, secular courts 
have something to teach us about the practice of mercy—a 
subject to which Cardinal Kasper has given considerable 
attention. In a lecture delivered to the consistory of cardi-
nals in the spring of 2014, now published as The Gospel of 
the Family (Paulist Press), Cardinal Kasper discussed the 
relationship of mercy, justice, and law in the context of 

pastoral questions, includ-
ing how the church deals 
with divorced and remarried 
Catholics. Those Catholics, 
Kasper reminded his fellow 
cardinals, have been encour-
aged to receive spiritual com-
munion at Mass, despite their 
“irregular” marital status. 
Why then, he asked, should 
they be excluded from the 
Eucharist? Allowing them 
to receive the Eucharist, after 
all, does not mean that they 
can contract a second sacra-
mental marriage during the 
lifetime of their first spouse. 

In order to receive Com-
munion, Kasper argues, a di-
vorced and remarried person 
must be “properly disposed.” 
W hat  does  that  mean ? 

Kasper identifies five criteria, requiring that the person 
who is seeking Communion: (1) is sincerely sorry that he 
or she failed in the first marriage; (2) views a return to that 
marriage as out of the question; (3) understands that the 
second marriage cannot be abandoned without incurring 
new guilt; (4) is attempting to conduct the second marriage 
in the context of faith, and (5) longs for the sacraments of 
Reconciliation and Communion. 

Kasper has his critics. Some insist that because a sacra-
mental marriage endures until one’s spouse dies, the church 
must treat the second marriage as adulterous. But is “adultery” 
the best way to describe the sin of a divorced and civilly 
remarried person against his or her sacramental first mar-c
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riage? It is worth noting that the concept of “adultery” has 
changed significantly over the centuries. In ancient times, 
the law viewed adultery as analogous to a property crime—
the property being the woman. In Mosaic law, as in early 
Roman law, adultery was condemned because it rendered the 
lines of patrilineal succession uncertain, since a man could 
not be sure that the children borne by his wife were really 
his. (Thus a married man who had sexual relations with an 
unmarried woman was not viewed as committing adultery.) 

In our own era in the West, “adultery” applies equally to 
men and women, and refers mainly to the betrayal of one 
spouse by another, a betrayal that is not merely sexual, but 
also emotional and often financial. In the broader contem-
porary culture, therefore, “adultery” does not apply to a 
situation that arises after a married couple obtains a divorce 
and one or both parties remarry. Catholic teaching does not 
view marriage in the same way, of course. But even canon-
ists recognize that secular divorce changes the relationship 
between the parties—since many dioceses will not even 
consider a case for annulment until a secular divorce has 
been finalized.	

Adultery is certainly wrong, and we should condemn it. 
But how should we describe it? Here secular law provides 
helpful insights. As legal scholars William Theis and Jeffrey 
Chemerinsky have noted, the first task facing any prosecu-
tor is to determine the “unit of prosecution” for the wrong 
committed. Does a shoplifter who takes five sweaters from 
a department store commit one crime or five? The challenge 
is more difficult when what is at stake is not an isolated ac-
tion but an organized pattern of behavior, such as adultery. 
In Ex parte Snow (1887), the U.S. Supreme Court took up 
the case of a polygamist in Utah charged with one count of 
unlawful cohabitation for each of the three years he lived 
with more than one wife. The Court held that prosecutors 
could not arbitrarily divide a single, uninterrupted unlawful 
cohabitation into three separate criminal charges. In reality, 
it was one event, and properly describing the defendant’s ac-
tions required looking beyond the discrete acts to a broader 
pattern of activity. It required recalibrating the focus of the 
law’s lens to get a wider perspective.	

That sort of recalibration could assist the Catholic Church 
in understanding the situation of divorced and remarried 
people. The parties to the second marriage are not skulking 
off to a hotel room to grasp disconnected moments of irre-
sponsible pleasure, after all; they are engaged in an ongoing 
relationship that typically involves much more than sexual 
relations, often including commitments to children and 
aging family members. What sense does it make to claim, 
as canon law does, that a civilly divorced and remarried 
Catholic is engaged in multiple acts of adultery?

One might answer that even if such people do not sin in 
every act of sex outside the first marriage, they still sin in the 
totality of their relationship. Indeed, a key barrier to admit-
ting divorced and civilly remarried persons to Communion 
is the canonical judgment that their offense against the first, 

sacramental marriage is a continuing offense. According 
to Kasper’s critics, that is what distinguishes a murderer 
from a divorced and remarried person—with respect to 
Communion, anyway. The murder is a completed act; the 
murderer can repent and receive the Eucharist. The divorced 
and remarried person cannot, because the sin is ongoing. 

Yet, as legal scholar Jeffrey Boles has demonstrated, 
distinguishing instantaneous from continuous offenses is 
not always easy. Generally speaking, the civil legal system 
considers an instantaneous offense to be a “discrete act” 
that occurs at a particular moment in time. The harm that 
it causes occurs in that moment, and does not extend be-
yond it. A continuing offense differs in two ways: first, it 
generally involves ongoing conduct; and second, the harm 
it causes persists over that period of time. These distinc-
tions are reflected in statutes of limitation, which not only 
encourage efficiency and accuracy in prosecution, but also 
protect the defendant’s rights, acknowledging the need for 
people to be able to move on with their lives and—except 
in the case of very serious crimes, such as murder—not be 
forever haunted by past mistakes.

Are divorced and remarried Catholics supposed to suffer 
forever for their failed first marriages? Is it correct to say 
that the harm done to the original spouse, the children, and 
the community continues to pile up indefinitely, year after 
year? In the majority of cases, the harm is completed with 
the dissolution of the first marriage. In fact, the relation-
ship between the parties to the original marriage may be 
stabilized, and the well-being of their children enhanced, if 
both move on to second relationships. Secular law frequently 
distinguishes between the offense itself, completed within 
a finite period, and the ongoing consequences of that of-
fense, which may continue longer. The church might do 
well to adopt an analogous distinction. The Catholic moral 
and canonical approach treats each sexual act in the second 
marriage as an ongoing betrayal of the first marriage. But 
the life of the second marriage, including its sexual rela-
tionship, is best seen as a living out of the second wedding 
ceremony, which in most cases decisively ends the possibility 
of resuming the first marriage.

Catholics are bound to obey God’s law as it was re-
vealed in Jesus Christ, as recorded in the gospels. 
Yet Scripture does not interpret itself. When it 
comes to Jesus’ teachings on divorce and remar-

riage, it’s important to look closely at what the biblical texts 
say, what they don’t say, and to whom they were originally 
speaking.

First, we have to attend to the social context in which Jesus 
spoke. Divorce was a common phenomenon in the ancient 
Near East, including among Jews. “Almost all the pre-70 
Jewish texts known to us reflect a Judaism in which a man 
could divorce his wife for practically any reason,” writes 
New Testament scholar John P. Meier. By contrast, a woman 
could not divorce her husband for any reason, and a divorced 
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woman was in an extraordinarily precarious position: unless 
she could find another man to marry, she would be depen-
dent on her own birth family to protect her. In Luke and 
Matthew, the accounts of Jesus’ statements on divorce reflect 
this vast disparity in power between husband and wife. It 
is the man who divorces his wife and marries another who 
commits adultery. He causes his former wife to be involved 
in adultery when she remarries (according to Matthew); the 
moral fault is primarily his, not hers. In contrast, Mark’s 
gospel and Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians assert that a 
woman who divorces her husband commits adultery. Most 
commentators point out that Mark and I Corinthians were 
written in the context of a Roman legal system, in which 
women as well as men had the 
right to divorce their spouses. 
Because this was not even an op-
tion for ordinary Jewish women 
in Jesus’ era, Meier concludes that 
Mark 10:12 “almost automati-
cally falls out of consideration as a 
saying coming from the historical 
Jesus.”	

Is it logical to extend Jesus’ 
words condemning divorce from 
a Palestinian context in which 
men can unilaterally divorce their 
wives, leaving them vulnerable, to 
a Roman one in which—as in our 
society today—women can also 
choose to divorce their husbands? 
If the purpose of prohibiting di-
vorce and remarriage is primarily 
to protect sexual purity, then the 
extension might seem valid. But 
what if the primary purpose is to protect vulnerable people, 
especially vulnerable women? In many cases, preventing 
women from remarrying after divorce can leave them and 
their children at great risk of material harm. 

We must also pay attention to the audience Jesus is ad-
dressing. The fullest synoptic account of Jesus’ views on 
divorce are found in Mark 10:1–12, where Jesus is tested 
by Pharisees who cite Moses’s commandment granting 
permission to Jewish men to divorce their wives—for any 
reason—and then ask Jesus whether it was lawful for a man 
to divorce his wife. Jesus’ response sounds almost scholarly: 
“Because of your hardness of heart he wrote you this com-
mandment. But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made 
them male and female.’ For this reason a man shall leave his 
father and mother, and the two shall become one f lesh. So 
they are no longer two, but one f lesh. What therefore God 
has joined together, let no man separate.”

In this rejoinder, Jesus conveys God’s original purpose for 
marriage even as he demonstrates his rank relative to Moses, 
claiming his own authority as the paramount interpreter of 
Jewish law. But Scripture also shows that Jesus does not use 

his insight into God’s original purpose for marriage as a 
cudgel to beat those already bruised by sin. In dealing with 
the broken, sinful, and vulnerable, Jesus acts as a merciful 
healer. Take, for example, his encounter with the Samaritan 
woman at the well, recounted in the Gospel of John. Jesus 
asks her for a drink, which astonishes her, since Jews nor-
mally disdained interaction with Samaritans. In return, she 
asks him for the living water that only he can provide. Jesus 
tells her to “call your husband and come here,” but she tells 
him she has no husband. “You have correctly said, ‘I have 
no husband’; for you have had five husbands, and the one 
whom you now have is not your husband,” Jesus replies.	

Jesus then reveals to her a great mystery—that he is the 
source of the waters of eternal 
life—and calls on her to “wor-
ship the Father in spirit and 
truth.” Yet he does not impose 
a rigid rule on her obviously ir-
regular marital situation as a 
condition of her discipleship. He 
does not tell her to return to her 
first husband. He does not treat 
her situation in the same abstract 
manner in which he conducted 
his academic discussion about 
marriage and divorce with the 
Pharisees. In short, he acts as a 
pastor to her. 

The Gospel of John also high-
lights the mercy in Jesus’ treat-
ment of sinners. Seeking to trap 
Jesus yet again, the Pharisees use 
a woman caught in adultery as 
bait. They bring her to Jesus, 

asking whether they should stone her in accordance with 
the Law of Moses. Jesus evades the trap, and places himself 
squarely on the side of the terrified woman. “He who is 
without sin among you, let him be the first to throw a stone 
at her. ” Everyone else drifts away, leaving Jesus alone with 
the woman. Yet the only sinless man does not condemn her, 
but tells her, “Go. From now on sin no more.”

What does Jesus’ admonition mean? Would he require 
her to leave a second husband she married after her first 
husband divorced her? Why would Jesus def lect the con-
demnation of the Pharisees only to impose another legalism 
on her conscience? For Jesus to tell the woman to “go...sin 
no more” means that it must be possible for her to go and 
sin no more—and to continue to live. Given the radical 
dependence of women upon their husbands for shelter and 
support, this woman would likely need to find a man to 
take her in as his wife; in all probability, it would not be 
the first man she had married, or even the man with whom 
she committed adultery. 

No legal provision is self-interpreting; each law must be 
understood and applied with reference to the good of the 

Over the centuries, canon 
lawyers have found 

creative ways to preserve 
the ideal of lifelong union 

while dissolving many 
marriages in order to allow 

Catholics to participate 
more fully in the life of the 
church—or as the canonists 
say, “in favor of the faith.”
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community it purports to serve, and Jesus regularly reminds 
us that the commands and prohibitions of the Torah must be 
situated in a broader context. When a Pharisee—confronting 
him with yet another test—asks him which commandment 
is the greatest, Jesus responds: “‘You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind.’ This is the great and foremost commandment” 
(Matthew 22:37–38). 

As Walter Kasper has argued, the God whom we are to 
love is the God of mercy, the God who wills to save all human 
beings. We must interpret Jesus’ words about marriage and 
divorce in light of that overarching truth. Jesus teaches us 
that in an ideal world, one untouched by sin, there would be 
no divorce and remarriage. But nothing in Jesus’ words or 
conduct demands that in our broken world, the sin involved 
in divorce and remarriage be treated as one that continues 
indefinitely, without possibility of repentance. To impose 
such a requirement in every case confounds the mercy that 
is the touchstone for the divine lawgiver.	

The parties to a failed first marriage may very well have 
harmed each other during the course of their breakup and 
its aftermath. But in most cases, the contracting of a second 
civil marriage extinguishes any hope of reconciliation in this 
lifetime; and since there is no marriage in heaven, as the 
church teaches, the harm the parties have done to their first 
marriage is complete, not ongoing. Therefore, they should 
be able to repent of that harm and move on to fulfill the 
new responsibilities of their second marriage.

Does such an argument apply to sacramental 
marriage, which the church teaches is indis-
soluble? The sharp distinction between natural 
and sacramental marriage is not supported by 

Scripture. Jesus himself did not make that distinction; it is 
an innovation of the canonical tradition. So why shouldn’t it 
be possible to see the bond created by the first sacramental 
marriage as continuing in some way (e.g., in the obligations 
of the parties to care for their children and to pray continu-
ally for each other), while not foreclosing the possibility of a 
second, natural marriage? Does the church have the power 
to develop its doctrine of sacramental marriage in that way, 
in favor of mercy? 

Yes, and it wouldn’t be the first time it has done so. As 
the historian of the canon law of marriage John T. Noonan 
Jr., has pointed out, canonical tradition has long balanced a 
number of values in its definition of marriage. In his book, 
Power to Dissolve (Harvard University Press), Noonan 
explains that Catholicism viewed marriage as a symbol of 
the unbreakable union of Christ with the church—like the 
union of a bishop with his diocese. But from the begin-
ning of church history, the symbolic value of both sorts 
of unions had always been balanced against other values. 
For example, the Gospel of Matthew (5:32), written for 
second-generation Christians, permits divorce for serious 
sexual immorality (“porneia”), such as adultery. Christians 

have long debated how this passage should be treated. 
Since the Council of Trent, adultery has been treated in 
the Catholic tradition as grounds for permanent separa-
tion (although most Protestants, following St. Augustine, 
view it as grounds for divorce and remarriage). Earlier, in 
the first generation, St. Paul, confronted with situations 
in which one party to a pagan marriage desired to convert 
to Christianity, instructed the new convert to stay with 
his or her unbelieving spouse if possible. But Paul allowed 
divorce—and tacitly permitted remarriage—in cases where 
a pagan spouse was unwilling to remain in the marriage. 
He writes: “But if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; 
the brother or the sister is not under bondage in such cases, 
but God has called us to peace” (1 Cor. 7:15). To this day, 
canon law recognizes the papal power to dissolve a natural 
marriage between two unbaptized persons in order to enable 
a new convert to marry in the faith; it calls this power the 
“Pauline Privilege.” 

Over the centuries, canon lawyers have found creative 
ways to preserve the ideal of lifelong union while dissolving 
many marriages in order to allow Catholics to participate 
more fully in the life of the church—or as the canonists say, 
“in favor of the faith.” Many of these developments, such 
as the significant expansion of the “Pauline privilege” in 
the sixteenth century, were the consequence of missionary 
efforts to the Americas. Pius V (d. 1572) did not insist that 
a polygamous native man remain married to his first wife; 
such converts, he allowed, could choose the wife with whom 
they would be baptized. Gregory XIII (d. 1585) permitted 
slaves separated by great distances from their lawful spouses 
to remarry in the church, even if they could not say for 
sure that those lawful spouses would spurn Christianity. 
Moreover, canonists began to articulate the so-called Pet-
rine Privilege, which enabled the pope to undo a marriage 
between a baptized and a nonbaptized person, in order to 
enable one of the parties to remarry in the church.

For a very long time, in other words, the church has 
claimed the power to dissolve marital unions: unions be-
tween the unbaptized; unions in which only one party is 
baptized; and unconsummated unions between baptized 
persons. So far, the church has stopped short only of dis-
solving valid, consummated marriages between two bap-
tized Christians. And yet, in the rocky waters of modernity, 
these sacramental marriages break up too. What about 
those who are shipwrecked, particularly those abandoned 
by their spouses—what can be done in favor of their faith? 
As Cardinal Kasper has repeatedly noted, his proposal 
does not give such persons a second ship in the form of 
another sacramental marriage. It does, however, grant them 
a “plank of salvation”—namely, renewed admittance to the 
sacraments. Granting this renewal will bring the letter of 
canon law into harmony with its spirit. More important, 
it would ref lect the merciful Spirit of God as revealed to 
us in Christ Jesus—the God who, as St. Paul states, “has 
called us to peace.” n 
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Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum offered the church’s 
first official response to the rapid economic changes 
following the industrial revolution. Leo read the 
signs of the times with great clarity, and condemned 

both socialist collectivism and a savage capitalism that led to 
gaping inequalities and grave injustices against the working 
classes and the poor. The church’s social doctrine began to 
develop on this foundation, applying the principles of the 
Christian tradition to the particular circumstances of the 
industrial era. It called for a correction of the dysfunctions 
that pervaded modern economies, especially by seeking a 
more balanced and equitable relationship between capital 
and labor.

In the postwar era, the church also started to pay more 
attention to the stark imbalances between richer and poorer 
countries, not just between the rich and the poor in a single 
country. Noting that excess and overconsumption often 
had their counterpart in exclusion and underdevelopment, 
it called for greater global solidarity between north and 
south and for citizens of richer countries to move away from 
lifestyles characterized by waste and surfeit.

It is fair to say that, until now, most of Catholic social 
teaching has been variations on a basic theme—the need 
for economic relations between people and nations to be 
guided by justice and mutual responsibility. This theme 
remains very pertinent in our world of enormous inequal-
ity. A mere 1 percent of the world’s population controls 
half of the world’s wealth. More than 2 billion people are 
mired in extreme poverty, and almost a billion people 
suffer from hunger. Elsewhere, and not always far away, 
we see astounding opulence and wastefulness. Catholic 
social teaching signals a clear moral imperative to correct 
these imbalances.

What makes Pope Francis’s Laudato si’ stand out is that 
while it strongly affirms this traditional focus, it also stretches 
beyond it. This is what makes Laudato si’ the most signifi-
cant addition to the corpus of social teaching since Rerum 

The Next Step
How Laudato Si’ Extends Catholic Social Teaching
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novarum. In essence, the new encyclical suggests that our 
responsibilities extend across time as well as space, and that 
they include the entirety of creation. Laudato si’ thus develops 
a broader notion of solidarity—solidarity not only within 
generations but also between generations, and solidarity 
not only with our fellow human beings but with the whole 
earth and all its creatures. 

This thicker notion of solidarity is not an innovation, 
but Laudato si’ puts it right at the heart of the church’s 
social doctrine, and provides a firm theological basis for its 
centrality. From the title to the final prayer, this encyclical 
is suffused with the spirituality of St. Francis of Assisi, af-
firming a close kinship between humanity and the natural 
world. One implication of this is that all creatures have 
inherent value, and all have their own purpose, apart from 
their usefulness to us.

Of course, such a worldview has profound implications 
for human behavior. Harking back to Genesis, Pope Francis 
teaches that “human life is grounded in three fundamental 
and closely intertwined relationships: with God, with our 

A farmer pulls a cart on a rice paddy near a factory outside Hanoi.
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neighbor, and with the earth itself.” Whenever one of these 
relationships is ruptured, the others are ruptured too. This 
is the idea of integral ecology. It is the central message of 
the encyclical, and it is not merely a theological message; 
it also has important implications for politics and policy. 

Pope Francis is blunt and forceful about the extent of 
environmental degradation. He writes that “the earth, our 
home, is beginning to look more and more like an immense 
pile of filth.” Basing his analysis on the firm evidence of 
science, he argues that our current global economic model 
has become reckless and unsustainable, brushing up against 
some critical planetary boundaries. When Rerum novarum 
was written, a great economic transformation—powered 
by the burning of fossil fuels—was still in its adolescence. 
The technological advances brought about by steam engines, 
railways, and steel production were already well established, 
but electrification had just begun, and the age of automo-
biles and petrochemicals—to say nothing of information 
technology—still lay in the future. The economic benefits 
of the industrial revolution were mostly confined to Europe 
and North America.

Today, the economic landscape is dramatically different. 
The global economy is now over two hundred times larger 
than it was at the outset of the industrial revolution. But its 
rapid expansion has come at the expense of the planet and 
its climate. Already, the concentration of carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere has jumped to a level not seen in 3 million 
years—and this over a mere century and a half, a blink of 
an eye in planetary history. The overwhelming weight of 
science tells us that if we continue burning fossils fuels at 
this rate, we can expect global temperatures to rise by 4 
to 6 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels by the end 
of this century. This would have catastrophic implications 
for life as we know it. We would expect to witness more 
severe droughts, f looding, and extreme weather events. 
Crop yields would decline dramatically. Some small is-
land nations would simply cease to exist. And those least 
responsible for climate change will be hit hardest by it. 
Pope Francis asks what kind of world we wish to leave our 
children. Surely not this one.

Climate change is not even the whole story. There is 
also the acidification of the oceans, depletion of freshwater 
resources, rapid deforestation, large-scale pollution caused 
by chemicals and fossil fuels, and a dramatic degradation 
of ecosystems and loss of biodiversity. It is remarkable that 
Laudato si’ touches directly on many of these issues, dis-
playing a keen awareness of the scale and complexity of 
the environmental crisis. It also places this crisis within a 
larger context. As Francis puts it, “we are faced not with 
two separate crises, one environmental and the other social, 
but rather with one complex crisis which is both social and 
environmental.” We are harming creation, which has value 
in its own right, but we are also harming humanity, espe-
cially the poor. As Francis repeats over and over, everything 
is connected.

The solution, according to Francis, lies in inte-
gral and sustainable human development.  This 
means prioritizing not merely economic growth, 
but also social inclusion and environmental sus-

tainability. As the pope notes, it must include “combating 
poverty, restoring dignity to the excluded, and at the same 
time protecting nature.” And while sustainable development 
is compatible with growth in the developing world, Laudato 
si’ cautions that wealthier countries might need to cut back 
on their own “insatiable and irresponsible growth.” The 
goal is to restore balance—between rich and poor, between 
humanity and the natural world.

This, of course, is easier said than done. It would require 
a radical transformation of the habits of consumption on 
which the global economy now depends. In conformity with 
prior teaching, Laudato si’ is deeply suspicious of the classi-
cal liberal emphasis on individual autonomy and promotion 
of self-interest as the prime motivating force of economic 
interaction. Francis understands that an ideology based on 
“collective selfishness” and a “deified market” cannot bring 
about social inclusion or environmental sustainability. It 
leads instead to an exaggerated focus on short-term profit, 
and it contributes to a throwaway culture that disdains 
both the earth and the excluded. One clear example of this 
short-sightedness can be found in the avaricious behavior of 
the financial sector, the force behind the global economic 
crisis of 2008.

The lure is not just profit, but power too. The encyclical 
apportions some of the blame for environmental degrada-
tion to our uncritical attitude toward technology—to the 
Enlightenment promise that science provides humanity with 
the tools to master nature. The pope insists that technology 
is never neutral and can easily allow those with knowledge 
and resources to dominate others and ruin the natural world. 
This “modern anthropocentrism” can even derive from a 
distorted form of Christianity that emphasizes dominion 
over stewardship. As Cardinal Óscar Andrés Rodríguez 
Maradiaga—leading adviser and confidante of Pope Fran-
cis—puts it, “man finds himself to be a technical giant and 
an ethical child.” The way forward, as laid out by Laudato 
si’, will involve regulation and changes in economic policy, 
but it will begin with a change in attitudes and culture. It 
won’t be easy, especially for those in wealthy countries that 
now consume much more than their fair share of the world’s 
resources. Yet the gravity of the situation presents us with 
little choice—either we change our ways, or we prepare for 
a grim future.

There is some good news on this front. It is no coincidence 
that Pope Francis chose to promulgate his environmental 
encyclical at this particular time. In September, the world’s 
leaders will gather in New York to sign on to the seventeen 
Sustainable Development Goals. Then, in December, leaders 
will convene in Paris for a crucial climate-change conference, 
which may be the last chance to reach a binding agreement 
on cutting carbon emissions before it is too late. Encourag-
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ingly, the G7 countries recently agreed to move away from 
fossil fuels entirely over the course of the century. Only this 
kind of “decarbonization” strategy would allow us to limit 
the rise in global average temperatures to 2 degrees Celsius. 
It needs to form the basis of a global agreement. Noting the 
failure to follow through with past agreements, Pope Francis 
prays for a positive outcome to the upcoming discussions. 
And if Laudato si’ is widely read and well received, it could 
prove a great boon to these efforts.

Regrettably, the country where it is likely to be 
least well received is the United States, where 
belief in the liberating power of both technology 
and free markets is especially prevalent. In recent 

decades, a crass libertarianism has become resurgent, aided 
and abetted by powerful financial interests. This worldview 
does not sit well with the traditional principles of Catholic 
social teaching—or with the newer emphasis on sustain-
ability combined with the demand that wealthier countries 
compensate poorer ones for the environmental damage they 
cause. And yet an influential group of U.S. Catholics has 
been insisting for decades that Catholic social teaching is 
perfectly compatible with the modern practice of laissez-
faire capitalism. 

This helps explain the anxiety evinced by some American 
Catholics even before the encyclical was released. Antici-
pating its criticism of laissez-faire capitalism, and trying to 
insulate themselves from it, some critics argued that Pope 
Francis simply does not understand the market economy—
the virtuous American kind, rather than the corrupt Argen-
tinean kind. Others (and sometimes the same people) urged 
the pope not to wade into an “unsettled” scientific debate. 

The most insidious criticism of all, though, is that sus-
tainable development is merely a cover for population con-
trol—reducing the numbers of the poor. As if to preempt 
this line of attack, Hans Joachim Schellnhuber, one of the 
world’s leading climate scientists, said at the official launch 
of the encyclical that “it is not the mass of poor people that 
destroys the planet, but the consumption of the rich.” The 
same point is made by the encyclical itself. Laudato si’ also 
links abortion to a broader set of concerns related to human 
dignity and protection of the earth. As understood by the 
church, sustainable development is prolife: it is predicated 
on the dignity of every human person, and seeks to create 
the preconditions for human flourishing. 

Such development is the great challenge of our time, 
and it will require commitment at all levels—global, na-
tional, local, as well as personal. It will involve courageous 
policy initiatives along with the cultivation of different 
habits among consumers. The genius of this encyclical 
is that it provides a moral framework for this kind of all-
encompassing reform. When this century draws to a close, 
people will surely look back on Laudato si’ much as we now 
look back on Rerum novarum, as a timely clarion call. Will 
it be heeded in time? n
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For those of us who believe in equal rights under the 
law for gays and lesbians, and who also favor legal 
same-sex marriage, the Supreme Court’s landmark 
decision in Obergefell v. Hodges is a victory. One 

could rest there and say no more. Before we analyze victo-
ries, first we celebrate them. The joy and tears of millions 
of gay and straight Americans over the past two weeks is 
testament that many had cause to celebrate. 

In our culture wars, however, each milestone is just the 
prelude to the next conflict. There is rarely time to reflect 
calmly on the various meanings of such events. Too many 
commentators immediately seek to fix the “real” meaning 
of the case and secure the strategic high ground for the next 
battle. That’s too bad. Despite some positive aspects, Oberge-
fell raises many questions and contains some serious f laws. 

For those who support same-sex marriage, Obergefell is 
definitely a victory. But the victory is not primarily one for 
the Supreme Court—or for Justice Anthony Kennedy, who 
wrote the opinion. The decision is largely about a change in 
social consensus. As demonstrated by the opinion’s lengthy 
list of state laws and judicial decisions allowing same-sex 
marriage, the Supreme Court was hardly the prime mover in 
making marriage equality a legal reality. Indeed, the Court 
spent years avoiding the fundamental question of same-sex 
marriage’s constitutionality, waiting for public opinion to 
shift until its decision was virtually preordained. There are 
heroes in this story; some are even lawyers. But not neces-
sarily the ones who sit on the Court. The real heroes are 
the many men and women whose public coming out, often 
at risk of disparagement, disinheritance, and even physical 
harm, transformed national sentiment. The Court’s role 
was secondary. 

The Court certainly plays a role in turning social change 
into legal fact. But that role is less romantic than anything 
in Kennedy’s opinion suggests. He hints at this point when 
he recounts the history of the gay-rights movement, writing 

Pomp & Circumstances
The Same-Sex Marriage Decision
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that “questions about the rights of gays and lesbians soon 
reached the courts, where the issue could be discussed in 
the formal discourse of the law.” 

Substitute “must” for “could”—an important change—and 
you have a description of the Court’s proper role. Consti-
tutional phrases like “equal protection of the laws” are not 
self-explanatory. They require judicial elaboration. And 
Supreme Court decisions have to be applied by a vast number 
of lower court judges and government officials. Its decisions 
must strive for clarity and predictability. Judges and officials 
should be able to apply them easily and consistently, rather 
than having to anticipate the mood of particular sitting 
justices. 

The “formal discourse of the law” that results is rarely 
moving. Equal-protection jurisprudence, with its seemingly 
crisp categories of protected groups and technical language 
of “tiers of judicial scrutiny,” echoes the workaday prose of 
instruction manuals more than the eloquence of Abraham 
Lincoln. It’s dry, even dull. But it is manageable. 

The Court’s gay-rights decisions have fallen short of this 
standard from the beginning. Part of the reason for this 
failure is that the Court lacked either the votes or the will to 
declare firmly that gays and lesbians are a protected class, and 
that laws targeting them require strict judicial scrutiny. Some 
of it stems from problems in equal-protection jurisprudence 
itself, which always promised more clarity than it actually 
delivered. But much of it has to do with Kennedy himself. 

Give him his due credit. For those of us who believe gays 
and lesbians are owed legal and moral equality, Kennedy’s 
staunch support for gay rights, and his role as “swing justice,” 
have been crucial. His votes will long be remembered. 

His writing and thinking are another matter. From his 
first major gay-rights opinion in 1996 to today, Kennedy’s 
leading opinions on gay rights have been a jumble of cloudy 
reasons and purple prose. Proust showed more economy 
of language; the Oracle at Delphi was less, well, Delphic. 

His decisions have relied heavily on “substantive due 
process” law, finding substantive rights (like the right to 
abortion) in the seemingly procedural language of the Due 
Process Clause. This provoked strong criticism from Oberge-
fell ’s four dissenters. Identifying new, “unenumerated” fun-
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damental rights does raise questions of judicial legitimacy. 
But most lawyers have come to terms with substantive due 
process, while other citizens are unaware of, or indifferent to, 
these niceties. More troubling is the weakness of Kennedy’s 
justifications for finding particular fundamental rights, and 
the uncertain boundaries of those rights. 

Relying on the Equal Protection Clause could have given 
greater clarity to his opinions. Federal Judge Richard Pos-
ner’s opinion striking down Indiana and Wisconsin’s mar-
riage laws took this simple tack. Given the long history of 
discrimination against gays and lesbians, he wrote, “more 
than unsupported conjecture” is needed to justify laws that 
permit unequal treatment on the basis of sexual orientation. 
The states’ reasons for limiting marriage to heterosexuals, he 
held, were “not only conjectural; they are totally implausible.” 
His solution was clean and forceful, and avoided the need 
to delve into the mysteries of substantive due process. Equal 
protection figures in Kennedy’s opinion, but even that part 
of the ruling is murky at best. 

Kennedy’s gay-rights opinions have given rise to 
a strange cottage industry for constitutional law 
scholars. After each opinion, they set to work on 
articles purporting to explain and defend Ken-

nedy’s opinions or uncover their “hidden clarity.” A nadir 
was reached after his opinion two years ago in United States 
v. Windsor, which drove one scholar to defend “The Virtue 
of Obscurity” in judicial writing. 

The opinion in Obergefell is clearer than Windsor, in bulk if 
not in specifics. But it is still stuffed with airy generalities—
“The Constitution promises liberty to all within its reach, 
a liberty that includes certain specif ic rights that allow 
persons, within a lawful realm, to define and express their 
identity”—and unhelpful college-essay truisms: “The his-
tory of marriage is one of both continuity and change.” It is 
clear not because the opinion is clear, but because its bottom 
line is: The Constitution requires legal same-sex marriage. 
And so it does, in my view. But Kennedy’s opinion is not so 
much a demonstration of how or why this should be so as it 
is a homily, which assumes that it is true and insists that this 
is a good thing. As Judge Posner’s opinion suggests, there 
are strong arguments to be made for the constitutionality 
of gay marriage—and difficult questions about the nature 
of such a right and what happens next. Neither is addressed 
satisfactorily here. There are also arguments to be made 
that at times, it makes sense for the Court to sacrifice some 
clarity for the sake of some stirring or poetic language. But 
for bad poetry?

Justice Kennedy’s opinion in Obergefell has been compared 
to the Court’s famous school desegregation opinion, Brown 
v. Board of Education. Would that they were more similar. 
Brown addressed a nation that largely favored desegrega-
tion but contained substantial pockets of die-hard resisters. 
Chief Justice Earl Warren intended the unanimous opinion 
to be short enough to be reprinted in every newspaper, and 

simple enough to be widely read and understood. Obergefell 
is fairly short, but much less clear. Brown left many ques-
tions unanswered and its logic was not airtight, but it was 
admirably direct. Warren understood that Supreme Court 
decisions cannot change hearts, but can make clear what 
will no longer be allowed. Its most-quoted sentence—“We 
conclude that, in the field of public education, the doctrine 
of ‘separate but equal’ has no place”—is moving precisely 
because it does not seek to move anyone. Warren knew that 
the real emotion would come from the simple fact of the 
legal holding, and all that it meant. 

By contrast, Kennedy reaches strenuously for grandeur, 
and falls flat. Many people took to Facebook—that modern 
substitute for meaningful political involvement—to quote 
Obergefell ’s conclusion, which says that “no union is more 
profound than marriage, for it embodies the highest ideals 
of love, fidelity, devotion, sacrifice, and family.” Did they 
really agree with this? No: surely many liberal readers would 
protest bitterly if told that cohabitation is less “profound” 
than legal marriage. Did they find the language terribly 
moving? It’s doubtful, since it is indistinguishable from a 
greeting card. The result moved them, not the language. 
Kennedy should have devoted more effort to clarity and 
guidance, and less to pomp and sentimentality. 

Worries about whether we must now constitutionalize 
polygamous marriage can be set aside for now as premature, 
if not silly. Obergefell teaches us neither that the Constitution 
is limited to two-person marriage, nor that some clear legal 
principle demands or precludes such an outcome. Rather, it 
suggests that polygamy will be protected by the Constitu-
tion only if enough people strongly believe that it should 
be, and not before. We are a long way from that moment. 
But Obergefell raises two more pressing questions. te
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First, resistance. Will we face the same political divi-
sion, protracted official non-compliance, and violence that 
occurred after Brown? Maybe, but I doubt it. The history 
of discrimination against gays and lesbians is long and its 
effects far-reaching. But it is less central to American his-
tory than our deep struggle over race. Racial segregation, 
moreover, worked—and still does—by combining legal, 
social, and economic forces to keep blacks and whites in 
separate worlds. It is easier for a white person to think of 
African Americans with contempt 
when he is not confronted with 
them as neighbors, fellow pa-
rishioners, family, and friends. A 
major reason that sectors of the 
Republican Party have shifted on 
gay rights is the nearness of gay 
and lesbian sons, daughters, and 
colleagues, whose unashamed ex-
istence changed hearts and minds. 
Presence, not absence, makes the 
heart grow fonder. Many changes 
still need to occur, not least the 
wider protection of sexual orien-
tation in antidiscrimination laws. 
Still, I suspect that legal barriers 
to equality of sexual orientation 
will fall faster and more easily than 
those erected on the basis of race. 

What of religion and religious accommoda-
tion? Must small-business owners write 
messages on wedding cakes and photograph 
weddings that they object to? Objecting 

churches will not be required to perform same-sex wed-
dings or hire gay clergy. But will they be legally branded as 
practitioners of invidious discrimination, and face the loss 
of tax-exempt status?  

Here, the outcome is likely to be different and more dif-
ficult. Marriage-equality advocates have often insisted that 
same-sex marriage need not affect anyone else’s choices or 
conduct, and that claims of a threat to religious freedom 
were baseless. That calculus has shifted. Such concerns are 
newly plausible. Already, some legal analysts have confi-
dently proclaimed that Obergefell itself clearly (but, oddly 
enough for a “clear” statement, only impliedly) eliminates 
any possibility of reliance on religious reasons by lawmakers, 
no matter the subject of the law. Meanwhile, in the decades 
since the passage of our nation’s landmark civil-rights stat-
utes, the scope of so-called “public accommodations” laws 
has broadened significantly, leaving more activities subject 
to state regulation and private lawsuits. And we are seeing 
an upsurge in stringently egalitarian arguments about what 
the law requires. Things like tax-exempt status may come 
to be seen, not as an acknowledgment by government that 
religion or churches constitute a private or separate sphere, 

but as a “statement” by government that violates constitu-
tional “values” and must perforce be eradicated. Arguments 
to the contrary will be painted not as a vote for political and 
religious pluralism, but as merely reactionary. 

Kennedy’s opinion in Obergefell, as the dissenters force-
fully point out, nods at the existence of these issues but 
certainly does not settle them. It assures churches and reli-
gious individuals that they can “teach” what they wish about 
marriage. But it says nothing about whether and how they 

may exercise their religion consis-
tent with their beliefs about these 
questions—a strange omission, 
given that the First Amendment 
speaks about the free exercise of 
religion. As Chief Justice John 
Roberts observed, “Hard ques-
tions arise when people of faith 
exercise religion in ways that may 
be seen to conflict with the new 
right to same-sex marriage.” On 
these issues, the majority is sim-
ply—perhaps ominously—silent. 

In truth, however, the underly-
ing lesson of the case is that they 
can’t be settled by legal decisions 
alone. In the long run, these dis-
putes will turn on the weight of 
public opinion, not on Kennedy’s 
own views. That includes changes 

in public opinion in, and about, religion and religious com-
munities. Many faiths’ own views on LGBT issues have 
altered and will continue to do so, partly from independent 
conscientious reflection and partly in response to public and 
perhaps legal pressure. It is possible that changes in the views 
of religious groups will occur even faster than changes in the 
law, and thus render moot many of these difficult questions. 

Still, while other faiths and churches may—God will-
ing—become more genuinely loving and welcoming to gays 
and lesbians, they are likely to remain adamant on particular 
doctrinal positions concerning homosexuality and marriage. 
How they will fare as a legal matter is harder to guess. The 
nature of church-state relations has hardly been static in 
this country. It has had moments of strong religious plu-
ralism and legal accommodation, and others of unyielding 
legal “neutrality” and refusal to accommodate, combined 
with latent and sometimes open hostility to clericalism and 
ecclesiastical bodies. 

Same-sex marriage rights are first and foremost about 
the couples themselves, and we should celebrate their gain. 
But of course they will have wider effects. What course 
the public will choose to take on those matters is hard to 
predict. It is not clear what Justice Kennedy himself would 
like to see happen. But that doesn’t matter all that much. 
Loath as he seems to admit it, his is only one vote in a much 
larger world. n

Marriage-equality 
advocates have often 
insisted that same-sex 

marriage need not affect 
anyone else’s choices or 
conduct, and that claims 
of a threat to religious 
freedom were baseless. 

That calculus has shifted. 
Such concerns are newly 

plausible.
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Right after I saw Asif Kapadia’s 
riveting documentary Amy, 
about the brilliantly talented 

and pathetically vulnerable pop singer 
Amy Winehouse, some observations 
about Dylan Thomas by the novelist-
critic Elizabeth Hardwick f loated up 
from the recesses of my memory. So I 
tracked them down:

The urgency of his drinking, his uncontrol-
lable destructiveness seemed to add what 
was needed beyond his talents. He was both 
a success and a failure in a way we find par-
ticularly appealing.... He had everything and 
“threw it all away.”... He was a wild genius 
who needed caring for.... Even excess, car-
ried off with so great a degree of authenticity 
and compulsiveness, has a kind of chic.

Most of that also applies to Wine-
house. Like the Welsh poet, who did 
some of his finest work while still in 
his teens, she was a prodigy who, at 
nineteen, revealed a talent comparable 
to that of some of her idols, such as 
Billie Holiday and Tony Bennett. But, 
also like Thomas, Winehouse “threw 
it all away” to feed her addictions. 
And if Thomas both needed and de-
fied his friends and caregivers, duck-
ing into the White Horse Tavern in 
Greenwich Village for endless whiskeys, 
Winehouse assured her listeners, with 
her most popular song, “Rehab,” that 
she wasn’t having any, having taken a 
lover who hastened her end by using her 
money to buy drugs for both of them. 
And like Dylan the drunk who com-
petes with Thomas the poet for fame, 
Amy the squalid disgrace is still just as 
clearly printed on the public’s memory 
as Winehouse the careful crafter and 
performer of some unforgettable songs. 
(The film makes it clear that she was 
no rock ’n’ roller but a jazz musician of 
the highest order.)

But Hardwick ’s comment about 
Thomas’s “chic” def initely does not 

Richard Alleva

Casualty of the Fame Machine
‘amy’

film

apply to Winehouse. Nowadays, pub-
lic displays of messy excess reach us 
through a social media whose keynote 
response is derision. Thomas’s stunts 
became amusing anecdotes while Wine-
house’s were posted on YouTube. Ka-
padia includes montages of late-night 
British and American TV hosts get-
ting mileage out of the singer’s dete-
rioration. “Rehab,” though intended 
ironically, only aggravated the derision. 
All the world loves a winner? Yes, but 
especially when a winner becomes a 
loser, for then the cameras really have 
something to feast on. For example: a 
booze-sodden and love-smitten Wine-
house (during a photo shoot) circling 
her midriff with a knife and claiming 
that she’d like to carve the name of her 
lover, Blake Fiedler, into her f lesh; or 
a dazed Winehouse lurching around 
Fiedler’s apartment and bumping into 
walls while he, equally intoxicated, 
f ilms her; or the singer going mute 
and nearly zombie-like at a Belgrade 
concert and, when roundly booed by 
thousands, turning and giving the audi-

ence a ghastly, pleading smile. None of 
these scenes exudes even a hint of chic. 

Amy is very much an assembled docu-
mentary, a product of the editing room, 
where Kapadia stitched together footage 
garnered from iPhones, news clips, TV 
excerpts, and stuff shot on the streets 
by amateurs and pros. This isn’t a “talk-
ing heads” documentary, where newly 
f ilmed interviews comment on past 
events seen in old footage. To be sure, 
Kapadia did conduct fresh interviews 
with Winehouse’s friends, lovers, and 
colleagues, but most of their commen-
tary is heard in voiceover rather than 
seen. It is the old footage that deter-
mines the shape of the narrative—what 
gets discussed and emphasized and what 
doesn’t. And since there’s little footage 
of Winehouse’s childhood and early 
career, while the later scandals were cov-
ered ravenously, Kapadia’s film, though 
fascinating, is also unbalanced. After all, 
Amy Winehouse lived for twenty-seven 
years, but more than three-quarters of 
this two-hour-plus documentary deals 
exclusively with her rapid decline.
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But what we do see of the early life 
is poignant. In a home movie there’s 
a robust, happy fifteen-year-old Amy 
singing “Happy Birthday” at a party, 
and her voice, at first childishly raucous, 
expands and brightens as she gets into it. 
A record company executive remembers 
the young Winehouse as a “classic North 
London Jewish girl.” Her amazingly 
large, hungry eyes, which will later be 
garishly outlined with heavy mascara, 
look at the camera with the voracity of 
a child quite certain she could eat all the 
birthday cake without any help. We hear 
brief accounts of her troubled home life: 
her father Mitch’s adultery and depar-
ture, her mother’s inability to restrain 
her daughter’s willfulness. The mother 
remembers that when Amy was just a 
little girl she complained, “You should 
be tougher, Mum.” But this telling early 
material is over much too quickly.

Next we encounter the up-and-com-
ing nineteen-year-old who still has the 
robustness of a child but also the sexy 
luster of a young talent who’s just real-
ized there’s a world out there that wants 
to listen to her. She also soon realizes 
that being discovered by the music in-
dustry can lead either to the deepening 
of one’s gifts or to the slick commercial-
ization of them. “Leave me alone,” she 
apostrophizes the wheeler-dealers and 
publicists, “and I will do the music.” The 
problem was she hadn’t yet realized what 
she’d become capable of when she wasn’t 
doing the music and had unlimited ac-
cess to drugs and alcohol.

We all get to watch her make that 
unhappy discovery. Kapadia treats us to 
a ninety-minute barrage of news clips 
and TV and Internet footage showing 
each stage of the singer’s physical and 
emotional downfall. Though Kapa-
dia has said he would like his film to 
free the singer from her tabloid legacy, 
his choice to rely so much on this late 
footage results in a movie that actually 
highlights Winehouse’s tabloid legacy. 
But this probably was inevitable, since 
coverage of the singer proliferated pre-
cisely when her career began to go awry.

If Amy doesn’t exactly rescue Wine-
house, it certainly indicts the way in 
which mass media has changed for the 
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worse. As the director said in his radio 
interview with Terry Gross on NPR’s 
Fresh Air, “‘Rehab’...was famous in the 
U.K. when all the newspapers went digi-
tal. So suddenly there were websites...
Facebook, YouTube, all of these other 
social-media things suddenly turned 
up.... [When] she had a bad concert, 
everyone saw it around the world.... 
There was just this machine around 
Amy where it became about them and 
not about her, and she was the one that 
was getting more and more lost.” Pre-
cisely. But that same machine generated 
the coverage that gives this film most 
of its visual material.

And thereby hangs a happy paradox. 
The footage that the tabloids and web-
sites once used to exploit the Winehouse 
miseries have been carefully sequenced 
by Karpadia and his editor Chris King 
so that they now bring her humanity 
home to the viewer. Seeing Winehouse 
drunk in an isolated YouTube clip is 
one thing, but seeing the same clip in 
the context of Kapadia’s narrative with 
the off-screen voices of friends and col-
laborators explaining the circumstances 
is something quite different. There’s 
no denying that we are watching a 
trainwreck in progress but the tragedy 
never reduces Winehouse to being a 
mere freak or spectacle. The image of 
her as the “classic North London Jewish 
girl” survives all the ensuing successes, 
survives all the wrong men and wrong 
choices. And of course Winehouse sur-
vives in her recordings. The way she 
imaginatively presents herself in her 
songs confirms in a controlled way what 
the camera catches raw: a young woman 
who, when she wasn’t at work, seemed 
completely unable to erect a def lect-
ing persona that would help her deal 
with a devouring media—no clever 
patter or snide comebacks, no ready 
self-promotion. Her huge gray-green 
eyes express what we hear in her voice 
as she wails the word “black” through 
the concluding bars of “Back to Black,” 
the title song on her best album. It’s the 
wail of a child who loses her mother in 
a crowd and finds herself surrounded 
by strangers, all of them armed with 
cameras. n
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Harper (appropriately) has 
unleashed a two-million-
copy f i rst pr int ing of 
Harper Lee’s second-to-

be-published novel, Go Set a Watch-
man, and in doing so has removed her 
from a unique group—the ninety or so 
celebrated authors who have published 
just a single novel.

Lee said years ago that she did not 
intend to publish another work, and 
we know that Go Set a Watchman was 
rejected by her editors both before and 
after To Kill a Mockingbird was published 
(she had also spent several years working 
on a novel called The Long Goodbye but 
eventually abandoned it). Even if her 
new publication gives us pleasure, I 
would prefer to remember her as the 
author of a single towering achievement, 
a member of one of the most unusual 
groupings in literary history.

The reasons for each one-novel 
novelist’s fame vary. Sometimes it’s 
distinction in other f ields. For in-
stance, several politicians are in the 
club—Napoleon (Clisson et Eugénie), 
Winston Churchill (Savrola), Georges 
Clemenceau (Les Plus Fortes), Fran-
cisco Franco (Race), Joseph Goebbels 
(Michael), and Benito Mussolini (The 
Cardinal’s Mistress).

Napoleon, Churchill, Goebbels, and 
Mussolini each wrote his novel early 
in his career, the last in 1909 in se-
rial form when working for a popular 
socialist newssheet, each episode writ-
ten by lamplight after the main day’s 
work was over. When the full novel was 
published in English, Dorothy Parker 
wrote: “This is not a book to be set 
aside lightly; it should be thrown, with 
great force.” There are good reasons 

critic’s notebook

Harper Leaves the Club

Richard Cohen

why some authors stopped writing fic-
tion when they did.

The world of entertainment has had 
its share of one-offs: Sarah Bernhardt, 
Noel Coward, Errol Flynn, Jean Har-
low, Michael Redgrave, and Orson 
Welles all tried their hand, as did the 
singers Bob Dylan and Woody Guthrie. 
Artists Aubrey Beardsley and Salvador 
Dali also wrote a single novel.

Then there are the ancients: Apuleius, 
Heliodorus, Longus, Petronius, Achilles 
Tatius. In most cases, our knowledge of 
their output is limited—we can make 
only an informed guess based on the 
single novel that has come down to us.

The largest group of one-off novelists 
are those whose creative talents are in 
other art forms: short-story writers such 
as Michael Arlen, Alice Munro, Edgar 
Allan Poe, J. D. Salinger, or poets like 
Walt Whitman, John Ashberry, John 
Berryman, Randall Jarrell, Boris Pas-
ternak, and Edward Thomas (though 
Thomas died young, in World War I).

Then there are the dramatists: Bren-
dan Behan, Berthold Brecht, William 
Congreve, Oliver Goldsmith, Arthur 
Miller, Joe Orton, Harold Pinter, Tom 
Stoppard, and Oscar Wilde. Of these, 
Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield and 
Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray are 
the two classics, although Miller’s Focus, 
written in 1945 to battle American anti-
Semitism, is a powerful work on a theme 
that he felt could be fully explored only 
in novel form.

Several essayists and critics had one 
novel published—Max Beerbohm, Har-
old Bloom, Cyril Connelly, G. V. De-
sani, William Empson, Herbert Read, 
Allen Tate, and Lionel Trilling—but 
not always from want of trying. Read 

started several works of fiction, record-
ing that “the only occupation to which a 
serious man could seriously put himself 
was the writing of novels,” while after 
Connelly died no fewer than six un-
finished novels were discovered in his 
flat. As his biographer Michael Sheldon 
noted, “He was prodded along by a pas-
sionate desire to join the ranks of great 
novelists, but it was impossible for him 
to keep his fundamental weaknesses as 
a novelist from his sharp critic’s eye.”

Some single novels are by a jacks-of-
all-trades group that defies categoriza-
tion: Elias Canetti, Primo Levi, Samuel 
Johnson, Voltaire. There’s a scientist 
(Carl Sagan); a sportsman (C. B. Fry); 
an army officer (Pierre Choderlos de 
Laclos); religious figures (Dorothy Day, 
Thomas Merton, and John Henry New-
man); a biographer (Michael Holroyd); 
a journalist duo (George and Weedon 
Grossmith); a diarist (Samuel Pepys); a 
travel writer (Patrick Leigh Fermor); a 
politician (Benjamin Constant); and a 
would-be politician who may yet write 
another novel (Arundhati Roy).

Harper Lee herself belongs to a group 
that suffered from writer’s block: Mar-
garet Mitchell and Ralph Ellison both 
found it difficult to write again after 
the huge success of their first novels. 
Mitchell was fatally hit by a car when 
she was forty-nine, but by then she was 
so overcome by fame she was never likely 
to write again. (After her death, her 
estate dredged up a second novel, Lost 
Laysen, written when Mitchell was just 
sixteen: it proved a curiosity that did 
nothing for her reputation.)

The last category takes in those who 
either worked in secret to produce a 
novel that was published only after their 
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worth). As for a single painting, the 
nearest one gets is Michelangelo, who 
attempted only twice a painting in oil—
“Oil painting is for women,” he scoffed. 
Poetry is almost a nonstarter, with The 
Divine Comedy and Leaves of Grass com-
ing closest, but both Dante and Whit-
man wrote other books of poems.

No, one-novel novelists present a 
mystery. Most writers mature as their 
careers continue, but if a first novel is 
produced in maturity—Lampedusa, 
Pasternak—the novelist may have 
nothing more to say. The published 
novel may be the product of a lifetime’s 
striving.

Many of those on the list were writ-
ers by trade or vocation and contributed 
in other genres. Literary fashions also 
count, influencing writers to take up or 
abandon a particular form. If someone’s 
first novel is a great success, does that 
make future novels more difficult? Some-
times an author might have written more, 

death (Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa, 
Robert Tressell), or who labored on their 
one full-length work of fiction for many 
years, like Marcel Proust or Alessandro 
Manzoni, who actually published three 
different versions of The Betrothed over 
his lifetime (Verdi wrote his Requiem for 
Manzoni’s funeral).

What is one to make of this 
extraordinary list, which 
includes almost thirty clas-

sics of world literature? No other art 
form can compare. In classical music, 
there’s a theory called the “one violin 
concerto principle,” which is that—Mo-
zart apart—no composer ever managed 
more. Beethoven wrote a single opera, 
and César Franck one symphony, but 
such examples are scarce. Even fewer 
examples exist of a one-off play (Pi-
casso wrote one!), or film (about thirty 
one-film directors, but no more than 
a couple—Brando, Laughton—of any 

but died early: Emily Bronte, Erskine 
Childers, Alain-Fournier, Sylvia Plath, 
and Mikhail Lermontov are the best 
known. But there is still the feeling that 
Herbert Read articulated: writing at least 
one novel entitles you to enter a privileged 
group engaged in a vital enterprise. Being 
a novelist is special, a siren calling.

Which leaves me thinking that, al-
though her thousands of fans will be 
delighted to pick up her new novel (if 
they can stomach the notion of Atticus 
Finch being a racist in his old age), it is 
a little sad that Harper Lee is vacating 
this special club. n

Richard Cohen is the author of By the 
Sword: A History of Gladiators, Mus-
keteers, Samurai, Swashbucklers, and 
Olympic Champions (Modern Library) 
and Chasing the Sun: The Epic Story 
of the Star That Gives Us Life. His new 
book, How To Write Like Tolstoy, is due 
out next May from Random House.

Gregory Peck and Brock Peters star in a scene from the 1962 film ‘To Kill a Mockingbird,’ based on the novel by Harper Lee.
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Character,” like “leadership” and 
“values,” is one of those virtu-
ous-sounding, malleable words 

that frequently end up in places like prep 
school mission statements, where being 
more specific might be too threatening 
for everyone concerned. David Brooks, 
however, thinks character is the very 
word that describes what’s missing in 
our garish, self-centered society. In The 
Road to Character, he has written an ex-
tended sermon on the old-fashioned vir-
tues of humility and duty and stability, 
a self-help book for an age he believes 
values the self much too highly. 

A familiar voice from his New York 
Times column, Brooks (especially in his 
broadcast appearances) always seems like-
able and reasonable, which helps mitigate 
his weaknesses for sweeping, oversimpli-
fied sociology and Republican econom-
ics. In classic Brooksian style, The Road 
to Character packages the human moral 
condition in clever dualisms. We have, 
he says, allowed the résumé virtues to 
overshadow the eulogy virtues—or, al-
ternatively, our Adam I nature (utilitarian 
logic) to outpace Adam II (moral logic). 
For Brooks, we (and it seems to be all of 
us) have largely abandoned a sense of self-
discipline and our own imperfections. In 
their place, we live motivated by ambition 
and self-esteem, and follow our feelings 
rather than striving to conquer them. 
After World War II, a great turning point 
in the Brooks worldview, we have been 
horse-whispered by everyone from Nor-
man Vincent Peale to psychologist Carl 
Rogers to Dr. Seuss to Elizabeth Gilbert’s 
Eat, Pray, Love, all telling us to put our 
personal dreams first.

books

Paved With Good Intentions
Thomas Baker

The Road to Character
David Brooks
Random House, $28, 273 pp.

What we need, says The Road to Char-
acter, is the inner cohesion and realism 
about ourselves that character provides. 
People with character are “calm, settled, 
and rooted”; they are dignified but they 
get things done through dedication and 
self-conquest; humility is the primary 
virtue. If this sounds more like an ide-
alized Roman general than anyone 
you know, this is no accident: it is the 
past that Brooks turns to for all his ex-
amples of how to live. Pointing to the 
Greek biographer Plutarch, he says that 
“the tales of the excellent can lift the 
ambitions of the living.” Most of this 
book is a Plutarch’s Lives of Brooks’s 
design, with twenty-five-page character 
sketches melding a short biography with 
a summary of the virtues of character 
that each life embodies.

If it sounds like such didactic por-

traits might end up feeling potted or 
hagiographic—well, yes, at times they 
do. In a childhood sketch of Dwight 
Eisenhower, we read that “In Abilene, 
everybody, from business owners to 
farmers, did physical labor every day, 
greasing the buggy axles.” A. Philip 
Randolph “fought any tendency toward 
looseness or moral laziness with con-
stant acts of self-mastery.” Soldier and 
statesman George C. Marshall’s school-
ing shows the virtue of learning “habits 
of self-restraint, including emotional 
self-restraint, at an early age.” George 
Washington and the cherry tree aren’t 
here, but there are points where they 
might have fit right in.

To Brooks’s great credit, not all his 
character virtues are related to axle 
greasing, self-mastery, or detachment. 
Some of his heroes were people of con-

General George C. Marshall
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stant pushing and fearless confronta-
tion—for example, he clearly finds the 
austere and passionate Dorothy Day as 
appealing as his World War II gener-
als. And the book truly comes alive, 
very unexpectedly, with George Henry 
Lewes and novelist George Eliot. Their 
unconventional relationship becomes a 
sign of the transformation and fulfill-
ment of character through love, and 
suddenly it becomes clear that there’s 
more to what Brooks is driving at. “Love 
is a surrender,” he writes. “You expose 
your deepest vulnerabilities and give up 
your illusions of self-mastery.... [Love] 
provides a glimpse of some realm be-
yond the edge of what we know.”

Nevertheless, despite a few high 
points, by the end I was eager for the 
album of exemplary lives—about 85 
percent of the book, alas—to be over. 
Saved for last is Samuel Johnson, 
whom Brooks calls a moralist “in the 
best sense of that term,” but who in my 
mind always seemed more of a crank 
and pontificator than anyone we would 
strive to be more like. “His conversa-
tion,” Brooks writes, “even when up-
roarious, was meant to be improving.” 
A little improving conversation goes a 
long way, and I am afraid Brooks the 
aspiring moralist turns out to be not 
nearly as lively or enjoyable as Brooks 
the political pundit.

In the end, perhaps the Plutarch 
model just can’t deliver what Brooks 
hopes it will. It causes him to fall into 
the trap of the preacher who recedes 
too completely behind his desire to 
exhort, never revealing enough of his 
own struggles and weaknesses to close 
the sale. In a book that rails against a 
culture of unnecessary self-revelation, 
Brooks undervalues how important a 
seasoning self-disclosure is in any at-
tempt to sermonize about virtues, weak-
nesses, and how to live. For one brief 
moment in the introduction, he moves 
out from behind the heavy curtain cre-
ated by these virtuous people of the past.

I wrote [this book], to be honest, to save my 
own soul. I was born with a natural disposi-
tion towards shallowness… I have lived a life 
of vague moral aspiration.

Clearly, there’s something going on 
here. The book is laced throughout with 
the vocabulary of sin, holiness, redemp-
tion, grace, and Powers Greater than 
Ourselves, and nearly all of the people 
Brooks profiles were powerfully shaped 
at some point in their lives by religious 
faith and commitments, rather than 
by a more abstract concept of charac-
ter. It could easily be seen as a book by 
someone on the precipice of a religious 
conversion, something about which 
Brooks, in recent interviews, declines 
to comment. (If he becomes Catholic, 
we can’t wait to have him for lunch at 
Commonweal.) 

Despite his passion, though, he 
can’t entirely rescue character from 
the graveyard where vague, somewhat 
preachy words belong. It’s real, living 

people we can see and know who still 
have a much better chance of grab-
bing our moral imagination than The 
Imitation of Ike. And as an alternative 
to the occasionally tiresome-sounding 
virtues in The Road to Character, the 
attractive but uncomfortable heat of 
the Sermon on the Mount and Mat-
thew 25 is actually a welcome alterna-
tive. At the last judgment, thankfully, 
we aren’t asked many questions about 
character, or whether we were calm, 
settled, and rooted. It’s a relief to re-
member that even without much in 
the way of character as defined in The 
Road to Character, redemption is still 
out there waiting. n

Thomas Baker is Commonweal ’s 
publisher.

Aunt Grace wears Beautiful Clothes

Asleep, she has no idea she is old.

She’s running uphill, no lightfoot, but quite fast
past the houses and driveways of family friends
toward the higher fields just breaking into flower
that weren’t there before, when she was awake.
She stops at the tree edge. The sight that yields
is daisies. Careful she enters the pathless field
of daisies daisies hundreds sunning. She takes 
her time. She crouches among their stems. Bowered
low, she looks up at their heads, their far sky.
The wind’s soft. The sunclock’s high. It can’t last.
Aunt Grace is coming to lunch, she’s been told.
Good. Maybe she brings a love-me-not daisy or
Love-me. Aunt Grace will know what daisies are for.

—Marie Ponsot

Marie Ponsot recently received the Aiken Taylor Award for poetry, given 
annually by Sewanee Review. Her Collected Poems (Knopf ) will 
appear in 2015. In 2013, she was awarded the Ruth Lily Prize for lifetime 
achievement by the Poetry Foundation.
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The Wisdom of  
the Beguines
The Forgotten Story of a Medieval 
Women’s Movement  
Laura Swan
Bluebridge Press, $16.95, 202 pp.

Jean Hughes Raber

At Least One Levitated

In the twelfth century, single women 
began moving in large numbers 
from farms to cities of the Low 

Countries to work in the textile in-
dustry. Many of these women formed 
communal living arrangements that 
offered safe, affordable accommoda-
tion, and a life of service 
to their neighbors. Ac-
cording to Laura Swan’s 
recent book, The Wisdom of 
the Beguines: The Forgotten 
Story of a Medieval Women’s 
Movement, the beguines, 
who f lourished for sev-
eral hundred years, were 
one of many lay groups 
seeking the vita apostolica 
as a faithful response to 
spiritual renewal. The 
beguines are hardly for-
gotten—they have received 
a good deal of scholarly 
attention recently, and a 
modern ecumenical be-
guine movement has arisen 
in Europe—but Swan’s 
book provides an acces-
sible overview of beguine 
spirituality in the context 
of their own times. 

The availability of textile 
work and the establishment 
of schools by the countesses 
Joan and Margaret of Flan-
ders helped beguine com-
munities to coalesce, writes 
Swan. However, it was the 
beguines’ skill in caring for 
the poor, the sick, and the 
dying that earned these 

women the respect of townspeople, 
local authorities, and, at first, church 
leaders. Swan sees the beguines pri-
marily as religious communities with 
self-governing rules (though not a rule) 
and a magistra (rather than an abbess 
or prioress) who served as a leader and 
spiritual guide. Beguines did not take 
vows, though many stayed in the begui-
nage their whole lives; they were free 
to leave their communities to marry 
and raise families. As their learning in-
creased, beguines took a lively interest in 
theology, wrote their own meditations, 
and even translated Bible stories into 

the vernacular. They embraced a lively 
form of worship that involved singing 
and spontaneous dancing.

Church authorities who had ini-
tially supported the beguines began 
to view them with growing consterna-
tion. Women coming and going un-
attended at all hours of the day and 
night, claiming to be on missions of 
mercy? Women debating theological 
issues like university scholars? Women 
translating Holy Scripture? All this, 
says Swan, led to accusations of sexual 
misconduct or, worse, heresy. To mol-
lify church leaders, beguines found it 
prudent to make visits in groups or to 
expand their dwellings to take in pa-
tients, the elderly, and school children. 
Some beguines willingly donned dis-
tinctive gray dresses and white hoods 
so as not to be mistaken for prostitutes. 

Some agreed to live in en-
closed communities or to 
submit to the supervision 
of a religious house. Some-
times these concessions 
were not enough. A few 
beguines and their works 
were burned as heretical. 
It is diff icult not to read 
the accounts of the con-
straints placed on women 
beguines by a suspicious 
male clerical hierarchy and 
think of those imposed on 
women by clerics in many 
faiths today. 

Most scholars place 
the best-known beguine 
writers—Hadewijch, 
Mechtilde of Magdeburg, 
and Marguerite Porete—
in the tradition of women 
medieval mystics. Swan in-
troduces readers to many 
more beguine mystics and 
their stories. Beguine mys-
tics reportedly experienced 
trances, ecstasies, visions, 
and the stigmata. The 
twelfth-century beguine 
Christina the Astonishing 
was said to have levitated 
at her own funeral. At the 
heart of beguine mysti-

From Die Gartenlaube (The Gazebo), 1863
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cism, says Swan, was a special devo-
tion to Christ as lover and sufferer. The 
triune God, wrote one beguine, was 
Lover, Beloved, and Love itself. Some 
beguines re-enacted Christ’s passion 
for audiences, realistically recalling his 
suffering.

Beguine thinking may have inf lu-
enced notions of purgatory as a process 
of purification (rather than a place of 
punishment) that brought sufferers 
closer to God. Swan traces a special call 
many beguines felt toward the souls in 
purgatory, which perhaps grew naturally 
from their care of the dead. The beguine 
Agnes Blannbekin, for example, had a 
vision of purgatory in which there was 
no punishment at all except the yearn-
ing for God. Christina the Astonishing, 
who claimed to have seen purgatory, 
wrote that “nothing made God weep 
more with mercy for sinners than when 
sinners are moved by mercy toward their 
neighbors,” presumably including their 
“neighbors” in purgatory, whose thirst 
to be with God could be slaked by 
the merciful prayers of living sinners. 
Because of the beguines’ devotion to 
those in purgatory, many citizens left 
money to the beguinages in exchange 
for prayers—bequests that sometimes 
elicited jealousy from the local clerics 
who found their chantry revenues dwin-
dling. Swan notes that in 1303, Pope 
Boniface VIII addressed the problem 
by requiring the beguines to give 25 
percent of their death bequests to the 
parish in which the deceased was born.

In times of interdiction, beguines pro-
vided spiritual comfort for their neigh-
bors, and Swan raises the possibility that 
this comfort led people to wonder—as 
early Reformation leaders did—whether 
the sacraments were necessary to salva-
tion, or priests needed as intermediaries 
with God. While Swan is careful not 
to suggest that the beguines were in 
league with Protestant reformers, she 
notes that some beguine communities 
embraced Protestantism when it arrived 
while maintaining friendly relations 
with Catholic beguines. Interestingly, 
this ecumenism is a feature of modern 
communities inspired by the beguines.

Swan’s book does a good job of ex-

plaining both the beguines’ spiritual 
practices and their continuing legacy. 
Precisely because many beguines left 
their community to marry and raise fam-
ilies, it is hard to determine the full influ-
ence of beguine spirituality. Those who 
left the beguinage must have passed on 
their education and knowledge to their 
daughters, granddaughters, and nieces. 
It is difficult not to imagine that these 
women, no less than those who stayed 

PASTORAL ASSOCIATE
Position Summary:
Church of St. Ignatius Loyola, a Roman Catholic parish administered by 
the Society of Jesus (Jesuits) is seeking a Pastoral Associate to direct and 
coordinate parish spiritual life programs.

Key Requirements:
• Training and supervising leaders for parish prayer programs based on the Spiritual Exercises 
of St. Ignatius Loyola as well as coordinating and facilitating these programs.
• Helping facilitate the development of spiritual directors in conjunction with the Jesuit 
Collaborative. 
• Training, supervising, and assigning parishioners for pastoral ministry to the sick and 
homebound, and coordinating semi-annual parish celebrations of the Anointing of the Sick.
•  Coordinating the parish’s outreach to families and funeral directors for funeral planning.
• Identifying and assisting facilitators as well as screening potential candidates for Emmaus 
Bereavement Support Groups, accompanying the groups, and providing print materials to 
support families during the first year of bereavement.

Compensation package includes salary and benefits commensurate with experience.

Send resume with related work experience and salary history by August 22nd to 
Ms. Diane Boyle, Church of St. Ignatius Loyola, 980 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10028. 

boyled@stignatiusloyola.org

in the beguinage, raised the estimation 
of women in the eyes of others through 
their service to the Lord as mothers, 
helpmeets, and good neighbors. n

Jean Hughes Raber teaches college writ-
ing and communication in Michigan. Her 
feature about the beguines, “Simple Lives: 
A New Beginning for the Beguines? ” 
appeared in the May 18, 2009, issue of 
Commonweal.
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blends short prose-poem sections, bursts 
of lyric poetry (“And still a world be-
gins its furious erasure— / Who do you 
think you are, saying I to me?”), and 
pages of what read like cultural criti-
cism. It features photographs of ath-
letes and reproductions of paintings by 
J. M. W. Turner and art installations by 
Radcliffe Bailey. Put out in a beautiful 
edition by Graywolf Press, the cover 
displays a single empty black hood, torn 
from a hoodie sweatshirt and set against 
a white background. This is a photo-
graph of David Hammons’s installation 
In the Hood (1993), and it’s a perfect 
entry point to the book’s main concerns: 
how blackness is defined against white-
ness; how black culture—hip hop and 
hoodies, for instance—is imagined as 
menacing.

The book opens with a rapid-f ire 
series of vignettes, each documenting 
an instance of “micro-aggression”—a 
sociological term for the unintended 
and unconscious acts of discrimination 
that occur in the course of everyday 
social existence. These are the quiet 
ways by which racism lives in a puta-
tively color-blind society: when black 
politicians are unfailingly referred to, 
with an air of surprise, as “articulate,” 
or when a person of color struggles to 
get a taxi in New York City. (This isn’t 
just a problem with white cab drivers. 
Black cabbies confess to the same kind 
of discriminatory behavior—further 
proof of the insidious effects of racism.) 

Rankine has the ability to make the 
incidents she relates seem both abso-
lutely specific and totally generic, and 
she accomplishes this trick primarily 
through formal means. The opening 
prose sections are written in a style that 
is f lat, spare, slightly off, occasionally 
infelicitous. In one, we hear that “a 
woman with multiple degrees says, I 
didn’t know black women could get 
cancer.” In another, a “man at the cash 
register wants to know if you think your 
card will work. If this is his routine, 
he didn’t use it on the friend who went 
before.” Read in isolation, these snippets 
can seem stilted. After all, “a woman 
with multiple degrees” sounds almost 
robotic, and the use of “routine” and 

In early 2014, two of America’s 
best liberal journalists, Jonathan 
Chait of New York magazine and 
Ta-Nehishi Coates of the Atlan-

tic, engaged in a public debate about 
the history of race in the United States. 
Chait offered a tempered but optimis-
tic reading of American racial history 
as a “progression” from slavery to Jim 
Crow to desegregation to President 
Barack Obama. To note that things 
have gotten better, Chait argued, isn’t 
to say that they are perfect (or even ad-
equate). But, if we look at the country’s 
long racial history, we must see “halt-
ing, painful, non-continuous, but clear 
improvement.”

Coates disagreed. Slavery went away 
but poll taxes and lynchings and redlin-
ing and police brutality rushed in to 
fill the void. Segregation and the mass 
incarceration of black males are dif-
ferent phenomena, but they f low from 
the same toxic place—a place that fears 
blackness and so seeks to brutalize and 
contain it. White supremacy, Coates 
argued, “aff licted black people in the 
past, continue[s] to afflict black people 
today, and will likely afflict black people 
until this country passes into the dust.” 
According to Coates, racial history isn’t 
“progressive.” It’s recursive.

Several months later, events proved 
this debate not merely an intellectual 
exercise. First, Eric Garner died after 
police put him in a chokehold in Staten 
Island. Then police shot and killed Mi-
chael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri. In 
both cases, the victims were black and 
unarmed. In both cases, the police were 
white and not indicted. Then, a black 
boy in Cleveland was shot to death while 
playing with a toy gun. Then, Freddie 
Gray was killed while in the custody 
of Baltimore police. In response, riots 
erupted in cities across the country and 
slogans were born: “Hands Up, Don’t 
Shoot”; “Black Lives Matter.”

BOOKMARKS
Anthony Domestico

It’s worth noting that, as with all 
things involving race in the United 
States, this is a messier story than it 
might appear to be. Michael Brown 
almost certainly didn’t raise his hands 
and say, “Don’t shoot.” Three of the 
policemen indicted in Baltimore are 
black, and the city has a black mayor 
and a black police chief. Poor black com-
munities suffer from police brutality, 
but they also suffer from high levels of 
violent crime. 

But these complications shouldn’t 
obscure the central fact uniting these 
incidents: black Americans suffer dis-
crimination and violence from agents 
of the state at disproportionate levels. 
African Americans have always known 
this—sons receive “the talk” about how 
to conduct themselves in the presence 
of police—but the events of the past 
year have made this a topic of conver-
sation outside the black community. 
The Chait-Coates debate seems more 
relevant than ever. Does the arc of 
American racial history bend toward 
justice, or does it just circle around to 
the same point? Is history improving or 
merely repeating itself? 

Two recent books take up the 
problem of race in America. 
Claudia Rankine’s Citizen: 
An American Lyric is a pow-

erful and strange work, looking—some-
times coolly, sometimes angrily—at how 
racism continues to speak in ways both 
quiet and loud. In The Fire Next Time 
(1963), James Baldwin wrote, “There 
are too many things we do not wish to 
know about ourselves.” Chief among 
them is how racial hatred destroys both 
the hater and the hated. Rankine’s book 
makes the same point, and it seems 
likely to stand with the works of Bald-
win as a canonical articulation of black 
experience in America. 

Citizen is difficult to categorize. It 
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“friend” in the same sentence 
causes the reader to pause: we 
sense that the “friend” is white, 
since his use of a credit card 
wasn’t questioned, but whose 
friend is he, the speaker’s or the 
clerk’s? 

Yet the f latness is not, I 
would argue, a f law but a con-
scious decision: the endless, 
draining nature of such inci-
dents can only be represented 
in a flat, almost deadened style. 
Rankine, who has published 
f ive previous collections of 
poetry, isn’t writing expository 
prose but prose poetry, and this 
kind of writing works by ac-
cretion and repetition. At one 
point, Rankine writes, “When 
a woman you work with calls 
you by the name of another 
woman you work with, it is 
too much of a cliché not to 
laugh out loud with the friend 
beside you who says, oh no she 
didn’t.” This trumping of the 
individual by his or her racial 
identity—one black person is 
just like every other black per-
son—occurs throughout the book. From 
earlier, is “the friend who went before” 
the speaker’s friend or the clerk’s friend? 
In the end, who cares? What matters is 
that he is white and therefore can use 
his credit card without suspicion. 

We’re never explicitly told that this 
friend is white, nor that the speaker in 
this particular vignette is black. Ran-
kine is doing something subtle here. 
She’s forcing the reader to make as-
sumptions, not telling us how to read 
the racial implications of the situation 
but showing us that we are always read-
ing racial implications into such situa-
tions. Throughout the book, Rankine 
uses the present tense and the second 
person: “You wait at the bar of the res-
taurant”; “You are rushing to meet a 
friend in a distant neighborhood.” The 
effect of this is startling: the reader feels 
addressed directly and immediately. We 
aren’t merely looking at these situations. 
We are involved in them, whether we 
want to be or not. And that is one of the 

major arguments of Citizen: that to be 
American is to be involved in a complex, 
haunted racial story, one that you can’t 
escape by wishing it away.

Early in the book, Rankine 
describes the “anger built up 
through experience and the 
quotidian struggles against 

dehumanization every brown or black 
person lives simply because of skin 
color.” Citizen relentlessly shows how 
the accumulation of such incidents—a 
slighting remark overheard here, a police 
stop there—provokes anger, and how 
expressing this anger provokes its own 
violent backlash. 

In one section, Rankine looks at Ser-
ena Williams as a test case for negoti-
ating the racial politics of anger. She 
imagines how frequently Williams must 
have bitten her tongue when faced with 
the casual (and not so casual) racism of 
the tennis world: the taunts heard from 
fans, the unconscious bias of referees, 

the praising of her “natural ath-
leticism” over skill or strategy. 
When Williams on occasion 
has given vent to her anger, 
she’s been described as terrify-
ing and barbaric. (A nice point 
of contrast with Jimmy Con-
nors, whose anger was largely 
seen as a sign of competitive 
spirit.)

In Rankine’s reading, Serena 
Williams becomes an allegory 
for black experience. American 
culture provokes black rage and 
then demonizes it if and when 
it is expressed. When nine 
people are killed in a shootout 
involving mostly white gang 
members in Waco, it is treated 
as an isolated incident. When 
looters destroy property in Bal-
timore, they are described as 
“thugs.” Here is Rankine:

Again Serena’s frustrations, her 
disappointments, exist within a 
system you understand not to try 
to understand in any fair-minded 
way because to do so is to under-
stand the erasure of the self as sys-
temic, as ordinary. For Serena, the 

daily diminishment is a low flame, a con-
stant drip. Every look, every comment, every 
bad call blossoms out of history, through her, 
onto you. 

In later sections, Rankine remembers 
Hurricane Katrina—the government’s 
inept response and CNN’s “aestheti-
cized distancing from Oh my God, from 
unbelievable.” She remembers the deaths 
of Trayvon Martin, shot dead in 2012 
for looking suspicious in a hoodie, and 
James Craig Anderson, robbed and run 
over by a pickup truck in Mississippi in 
2011 for being black. Inevitably, fatalism 
can set in. As Rankine writes, “And 
you are not the guy and still you fit the 
description because there is only one 
guy who is always the guy fitting the 
description.”

This kind of thinking, Rankine 
suggests, characterizes and degrades 
American society. To be black is to be 
informed by memory—memory of the 
country’s long, horrible history of racism 
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sun” and then to re-create these sounds 
himself. First, he uses his voice to imi-
tate the twitterings of birds. Then, he 
sneaks into his master’s house, using 
the family piano to imitate the songs he 
has heard white folks play. Tom’s skill 
is remarkable: he can hear a song once 
and then play it back, without error and 
with complete facility. Tom’s master, the 
newspaperman and secessionist General 
Bethune, realizes that such a gift might 
be transformed into a “most profitable 
investment.” At eight, Tom goes on the 
vaudeville circuit. Within years, he has 
raked in a fortune for his owner—much 
of which goes to support the secession-
ist cause—and has become the most 
famous black person in America.

As such, Tom becomes a f igure 
fraught with racial meaning. To white 
characters, his capacity for imitation 
shows that he remains, despite his im-
mense gifts, essentially inhuman. As his 
first music teacher, General Bethune’s 
wife, rhetorically asks, “But can he do 
anything other than parrot what she 

was a real historical figure, though Al-
len’s fictional version frequently veers 
from the factual record. Born into 
slavery in Georgia in 1849, Tom was 
most likely autistic (in the novel, he’s 
described as “feebleminded”). Undoubt-
edly, though, he was a genius. Early 
in childhood, Tom went blind. In a 
gruesome scene, Allen imagines that 
Tom blinded himself, leaving his eyes, 
as one character describes them, “orbs 
[that] were completely blank and hard 
in appearance.” Tom’s blindness, as well 
as his fits of anger and shyness, makes 
him a mystery to those around him. “If 
our eyes are indeed windows into our 
soul,” one character thinks, “then Tom 
lacked windows. Hard blackness sealed 
off inward entry.”

Soon after this act of self-maiming, 
Tom displays an uncanny ability to 
mimic all manner of sounds. It’s as 
if the loss of one sense has sharpened 
others, with Tom able to hear how “in 
vibrations of grass earth records the 
sound and intensity of falling shafts of 

but also of one’s own shorter, still hor-
rible, more intimate history of the same. 
Yet to be black is also to be told to forget 
it, to get over it, to move on, to suck it 
up. Toward the book’s end, Rankine 
writes, “Nobody notices, only you’ve 
known, / you’re not sick, not crazy, / not 
angry, not sad— / It’s just this, you’re 
injured.” The injuries continue to pile 
up, and they aren’t going away. 

Jeffery Renard Allen’s new novel 
Song of the Shank—also from Gray-
wolf and also excellent— makes for 
an interesting pairing with Citizen. 

Like Rankine, Allen writes in a jag-
ged but beautiful style. Like Rankine, 
Allen includes extra-textual material: 
photographs, an old concert program, 
historical newspaper clippings. And 
where Rankine reads Serena Williams 
allegorically, Allen dramatizes how an 
earlier black star, the musical prodigy 
Thomas Wiggins, became a site of racial 
contestation in Civil War America.

Tom Wiggins, known as Blind Tom, 
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make it easy to love, or even 
understand, Tom himself. He 
is occasionally childish and 
regularly unpredictable. He 
speaks in gnomic utterances. 
In the end, he may not even 
know that he’s black. (Among 
the many things that Tom imi-
tates so perfectly: white soci-
ety’s hatred of blackness.)

Song of the Shank ends with 
a description of Tom in retire-
ment: “But once he was back 
inside the apartment, they 
recall hearing piano music, a 
tune that none of them rec-
ognized. Soon thereafter, the 
music stopped. And no one 
ever heard it again.” Tom stops 
playing, and the music stops 
with him. But the song that 
Allen sings in this novel—the 
song of America’s long, pain-
ful relationship with race—
continues to be heard, and 
the pain this song gives voice 
to hasn’t gotten any easier to 
bear. n

Anthony Domestico is an as-
sistant professor of literature at Purchase 
College, SUNY.

populated by conmen and preachers, 
where violence alternates with kindness 
and where black history can finally be 
spoken aloud: “They put their song in 
the air, a sound not easily separable from 
their bodies and what moves within 
their bodies, usually kept under wraps, 
but not so now, skin curving back like 
windblown curtains to expose auction 
blocks, swinging gates, the whips, 
hounds, chains, crops, violations, and 
vulgarity.”  

There are many things to love 
about Song of the Shank, es-
pecially its intoxicating, ca-
denced prose: “The human 

body dazzles the imagination with ex-
istence from crown to heel bone, from 
the brain riding in the head to the wind-
ing provinces of the intestines and the 
heart that branches with its wild arteries 
and the muscles of the back that some-
how remain steady and strong under 
stress and strain.” But Allen doesn’t 

does? Can any Negro be more 
than a parrot? True genius cre-
ates.” For her, Tom’s abilities 
don’t show up the problems of 
treating humans as property 
but confirm slavery’s rightness. 
He is not really, she imagines, a 
thinking being: “she concludes 
that Tom is fully of a piece with 
his race. Shut eyes and bulging 
forehead, he lacks the needed 
spirit…Yes, his details are 
exact, his description is accu-
rate, but his interpretation and 
conclusions are random. Where 
is the conscious breath?” 

For the novel’s black char-
acters, however, Tom’s perfor-
mances “put the lie once and 
for all to the vicious claims 
for the Negro’s lack of intel-
lect and refinement, genius and 
culture.” Tom can recite Plato 
in the original Greek; he can 
play Beethoven and Bach and 
Chopin. Surely, then, he must 
have a soul. It’s a sign of slav-
ery’s grotesque moral logic that 
such an argument would need 
to be made.

After emancipation, the debate over 
the meaning of Tom’s genius only in-
tensifies. Tabbs Gross, a former slave 
himself, tries to convince Tom to begin 
performing again. (The boy has retired 
from music and is living with a white 
woman in New York City.) Gross, whose 
life has been punctuated by failure, sees 
Tom as a way to success, a means to 
“break back into the world of the ala-
basters on his own terms.” Even those 
black characters who would embrace 
Tom tend to treat him as a thing to be 
manipulated and used.

In a striking departure from history, 
Allen sets much of his novel not in the 
South or on the music circuit but in 
Edgemere—an imaginary island off the 
coast of New York City where a group 
of freedmen attempt to create a commu-
nity after they’ve been emancipated but 
then rejected by white society. (Allen 
dramatizes the 1863 Civil War draft 
riots that targeted New York City’s free 
black population.) It’s a fantastical island 
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ments of Communion and confirmation 
ought to be conferred together (“Slap 
Them Sooner”). I, too, have presumed 
that confirmation was something of a 
Roman Catholic bar mitzvah, and now, 
with Jewish members in my distant fam-
ily, I believe that that thirteen is even too 
young for them, although that is none of 
my business.

My best recollection of my confirma-
tion is that it occurred at around the age 
of eleven. Oddly, the Diocese in Syracuse, 
New York, in the mid-1960s offered 
confirmation candidates the option of 
making a pledge to not drink any alcohol 
until they were twenty-one! Quite a com-
mitment for a preteen boy, but I took it. 
Why? I was sitting at the end of the pew 
and I didn’t want folks standing along 
the sides of the church to think I was an 
alcoholic. The pledge stood intact until 
some years later when I explained it to 
my buddies, who promptly ridiculed me 
without mercy. The pledge was broken 
at the age of sixteen. Rightly or wrongly, 
I became bitter at my church, for abun-

“discretion” as the ability, even the na-
scent ability, to make adult decisions, a 
view supported by the sacramental theol-
ogy of confirmation. In catechetical terms, 
this implies a more mature theology and 
deeper spirituality for young people on 
the cusp of maturity. At our parish, for 
instance, confirmation preparation has 
a strong focus on community life and 
social justice, an approach that, in purely 
developmental terms, would be largely 
lost on a second grader. And I am, finally, 
also in the keep-them-around-a-bit-longer 
camp. If we are afraid of losing kids after 
seventh grade, we should be terrified of 
losing them after second.

jeffrey essmann

New York, N.Y.

What’s the rush?
I’m of a mind to disagree with Rita Fer-
rone’s thoughtful assertion that the sacra-

Letters continued from page 4

dant reasons, but the “pledge” was chief 
among them.

Oh yes, the concomitant Catholic guilt 
raged, but now, in my early sixties, I re-
main convinced how wrong the diocese 
had been to impose such a burden on 
kids so young. Ironically, I would quit 
drinking thirty-two years later at the age 
of forty-eight, thanks to a spiritual pro-
gram (yes, that one!) that has left-hand-
edly enhanced my Catholicism in ways 
I never before imagined. The upshot is 
that my real confirmation finally occurred 
sometime around my forty-ninth birthday.

Let’s not rush our children. The true 
spiritual nature of our religion must be 
allowed to evolve in God’s time, not our 
own. At the age of sixty-three, I have 
realized that I am still a child of God and 
that his will for me is still unfolding. Con-
firmation, like matrimony and extreme 
unction, may be one of those sacraments 
to let God handle. He has ways of letting 
us know.

joe palka

Gaithersburg, Md.

All in the family
I compliment Anthony Domestico and 
James Hannan for intriguing reviews of 
The Green Road (by Anne Enright) and An 
Unlikely Union (by Paul Moses), respec-
tively, in the July 10 issue.

With a strong interest in Irish history 
and culture arising from my mainly Irish 
heritage (some of my Irish ancestors lived 
in New York before moving to Wisconsin), 
I was fascinated by the description of the 
family dynamics of the Madigans and the 
cultural and ethnic struggles between Ital-
ians and Irish in New York.

It stirred me to look at my own family 
dynamics anew. Such relationships con-
tinue to form us, and cannot be escaped, 
something Domestico observes as a 
central theme in The Green Road. There 
were attitudes and ethnic struggles in 
my hometown that were similar to those 
Moses describes in An Unlikely Union.

I share Moses’s hope that based on 
the stories he tells there is a possibility for 
diminished ethnic and racial resentments 
towards today’s immigrants.

tom mcgovern 
Milwaukee, Wis.
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Most Americans cheered last month when the most con-
spicuous symbol of the Confederacy, its battle flag, was 
removed from South Carolina’s capitol grounds. But 

the flag remains with us, as does the debate over its significance. 
Nowhere is it more tenacious than in the province of the dead.

Two Confederate flags haunt my memory of a recent trip to 
Cedar Key, a small island off Florida’s upper west coast. This is 
‘‘old Florida,” where a stroll through the town cemetery, shaded 
by cedars and moss-draped live oaks, is as soothing as a walk in 
the woods. That is, until you encounter the final resting place of 
“Big Ed.”

A massive stone replica of the Confederate battle flag, in living 
color, forms the headstone for Eddy Peters, born March 21, 1963; 
died March 3, 2004. He was a firefighter, a beer drinker, a hunter, 
and a lover. Judging by the profusion of mementos—toy fire trucks, 
plaster angels and ducks, beer bottles—and a stone bench 
erected for contemplation at the gravesite, Big Ed had a 
lot of friends. All the trinkets pale, however, against the 
giant Confederate flag etched onto his black granite 
headstone. The left triangle of the flag reads, “American 
by Birth”; the right, “Southern by the Grace of God.” 
A color photograph of the big man himself adorns the 
top of the monument. Smiling broadly, with one strong 
hand Big Ed holds aloft what looks to be a large, freshly 
slain boar; with the other, he extends his middle finger. 
But the greatest obscenity to me was the flag.

While my husband snapped photos to show our friends 
back home in New England, I stood in silent debate with 
Big Ed. He must have loved the Confederate flag and felt 
it conferred some kind of honor on those who continue 
to cherish it. Didn’t he understand or care how painful 
the flag is to the descendants of slavery? A daughter 
of the South myself, I knew, or thought I did, what Big 
Ed would say: that racism has nothing to do with the 
Confederate flag; that it is a symbol of rebellion against 
all who would curb our freedom to define our culture 
and live as we choose.   

Just beyond Big Ed’s gravesite, atop a gentle rise, I spied another 
Confederate flag. This one was small, a cheap cloth swatch atop 
a wooden stick, tattered and tottering beside a plain, slim white 
headstone. I walked over to read the faded letters: “Isaac Richburg; 
Co. A; 10 Fla Inf; C.S.A. [Confederate States of America]; born 
July 6, 1846; died Nov. 4, 1925.” 

I usually feel a certain uneasiness when looking at the Confeder-
ate flag. Yet seeing it here by the grave of a Confederate soldier, 
a strange, distinctly unwelcome sensation came over me. I didn’t 
mind it. I was even, despite myself, rather touched by it. Isaac, 
when he enlisted or was drafted into the Confederate army, was 
only a teenager. So was my great-grandfather, John Dargan, a 
South Carolinian sent off to fight at age sixteen, reportedly with 
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a slave in tow. After the war, I’m pleased to say, Dargan redeemed 
himself as a newspaper editor who championed civil rights for 
black Americans.

No one, I’m confident, ever planted a Confederate flag by Dar-
gan’s grave. Still, though I condemn what he fought for, I don’t 
find it easy to judge Isaac Richburg. His pitiful cloth flag, in any 
event, had seen better days. Another good storm and it would 
surely disintegrate, unlikely to be replaced.

Walking on, I encountered a military veteran visiting from New 
York who said he periodically plants fresh flags on the graves of 
other veterans. I asked him if it was proper to plant the Confeder-
ate flag by the graves of Confederate soldiers. The Civil War was 
a long time ago, he said. Our judgments must be tempered with 
an understanding of history. Anyone had a right to the flag they 
fought under. 

But as I headed back toward Big Ed’s headstone, I couldn’t help 
but judge. This monument offended me. Big Ed’s Confederate flag 
was clearly not a symbol honoring the sacrifices of a distant past but 
one embraced during my own lifetime in often violent resistance 
to the end of white supremacy. As far as I’m concerned, the only 
proper display of the Confederate flag is as a muted artifact of 
unspeakable tragedy, a reminder of a seemingly unavoidable conflict 
that took the lives of seven hundred thousand Americans. Using 
a symbol forever linked with slavery to proclaim your freedom is, 
like the pose Big Ed strikes in his photograph, a profane gesture. 
But arguments, like war, are passions for the living. It’s pointless 
to argue with the dead. n

Bethe Dufresne is a freelance writer in Old Mystic, Connecticut.

Two Confederate Flags
Bethe Dufresne




