
Religion, Politics, Culture

S E P T E M B E R  2 0 2 3

Flying Saints
Carlos Eire on the history of miracles

$6
.9
5 

u
s/
$7

.5
0 

ca
n

co
m

m
o

n
w

ea
lm

a
g

a
zi

n
e.o

rg

PLUS

Dorothy Fortenberry on

the writers’ strike

Alexander Stern on

how not to 
defend liberalism

Nolen Gertz on

Jacques Ellul and AI

Vincent Lloyd on

Martin Luther King Jr.

Nancy Dallavalle on

Catholic higher ed

Rand Richards Cooper on

‘Oppenheimer’



Learn more at CatholicCharitiesUSA.org/Commonweal 

Create a DAF 
with a gift  
of real estate
It’s as easy as 1, 2, 3!

Your real estate gift can be used to open 
a CCUSA Donor Advised Fund. A simple, 
flexible and tax-efficient way to support 

your favorite charities. 

A tax break for you, lasting  
impact for those in need. 

Calling all gardeners!
You can help us grow by becoming a 
Commonweal Associate.

Sprout our work today: 
cwlmag.org/donate

Calling all gardeners!
You can help us grow by becoming a 
Commonweal Associate.

Sprout our work today: 
cwlmag.org/donate



Commonweal
Religion, Politics, Culture

september 2023    1

S E P T E M B E R  2 0 2 3   •   V O L U M E  1 5 0   •   N U M B E R  8

LETTERS 

FROM THE EDITORS

The Trump indictments

COMMENT

A patriarch flees Baghdad
Joseph Amar  

Climate victory in Montana
Isabella Simon

The coup in Niger
Regina Munch 

SHORT TAKES

Mass in Matamoros
Susan Bigelow Reynolds 

Lessons for the Ukraine War
Andrew J. Bacevich 

The writers’ strike
Dorothy Fortenberry 

World Youth Day
Austen Ivereigh 

Letter from Helsinki
Paul J. Griffiths 

ARTICLES

How the Right rationalizes inequality
Matt McManus

The real threat of AI
Nolen Gertz

Levitating saints
Carlos Eire

Centrist illusions
Alexander Stern

Migrants in the Mediterranean 
Anna Surinyach

FILM

‘Oppenheimer’
Rand Richards Cooper

INTERVIEW

Jake Heggie
with Griffin Oleynick

ART

‘Death Is Not the End’
Xiao Situ

BOOKS

King by Jonathan Eig
Reviewed by Vincent Lloyd

After the Miracle by Max Wallace
Reviewed by Nick Tabor

Touch the Wounds by Tomáš Halík
Reviewed by Luke Timothy Johnson

Catholic Higher Education and Catholic 
Social Thought ed. by Bernard G. Prusak 
and Jennifer Reed-Bouley
Reviewed by Nancy Dallavalle

Opus Dei by José Luis González Gullón 
and John F. Coverdale
Reviewed by Daniele Palmer

The Forgotten Girls by Monica Potts
Reviewed by Robin Antepara

POETRY

‘Disappointing Our Fathers’
Gary Stein

‘The Speck in Her Eye’
Leslie Williams

‘Kyiv’
Howard Altmann

LAST WORD

The voice of the laity
Kayla August 

2

5

6

6

7

8

10

12

14

17

20

24

30

36

42 

50

53

56

60

63

66

68

71

74

29

77

80

78

COVER DESIGN
David Sankey

COVER IMAGE
Altered version of The Levitation of Saint Francis by 
Francisco de Zurbaran (ARTGEN/Alamy Stock Photo)



2   commonweal

LETTERSCommonweal
FO U N D E D  I N  1 924

Addressing the priest shortage and 
countering consumerism

A CONCRETE PATH FORWARD
A thoughtful, well-timed article always 
smacks of a near miracle. And with grow-
ing bewilderment in many circles around 
the perennial question “What ails us?,” 
writer Regina Munch’s herculean diag-
nosis provides enough tangible ideas to 
generate broad civic renewal—if we can 
just stop looking for cheap sales (“The 
Case against Consolidation,” June 2023).

Clearly, strenuous hand-wringing or, 
God help us, insisting on the return of 
an incensed autocrat can do nothing to 
reverse many intentional policy deci-
sions over decades—especially ones 
emphasizing low-cost consumer goods, 
leading us toward a dystopian future: a 
land of disempowered workers with little 
time or interest in social justice, com-
munity, or the search for meaning.

More than half a century ago, astute 
social critic and author James Bald-
win remarked, “It is terrible to watch 
people cling to their captivity and insist 
on their own destruction.” In essential 
ways, Munch’s piece seems a concrete 
response to Baldwin’s painful insight; 
it suggests  humane, intelligent ways 
forward, which, though hard, can be 
pursued with all deliberate speed. 

R. Jay Allain
Orleans, Mass.

A FOURTH WIN
I was pleased to read Dr. Metz’s article, 
“A Win-Win-Win” (July/August 2023), 
on parish administrators. Might I hope 
for a fourth “win”?

As Dr. Metz describes it, the 
experience of parish administrators 
occurs when a parish does not have a 
priest-pastor. I feel the Church would 
also be well served if many parishes, 
particularly larger ones and merged par-
ishes, had administrators or executive 
directors even when there is a priest as 
pastor. Metz notes that there are priests 
who are glad not to manage staff and 
sit through parish finance-committee 
meetings. Such priests should welcome 

a parish administrator working with 
them. Priests would have more time 
for pastoral and sacramental duties, 
which, frankly, in many cases they are 
failing at. Yes, there are pastors different 
from the ones Dr. Metz described—the 
ones who have recruited lay volunteers 
only to make communion calls to the 
homebound and hospitalized so the 
pastor can keep a tight, secretive grip on 
parish finances. Or the priest in Wis-
consin, where I had difficulty for several 
days getting him to return my phone call 
to arrange my mother’s funeral. These 
are the ones who really need a parish 
administrator brought in. 

Additionally, such a program would 
create a cadre of experienced lay and 
diaconal parish administrators who can 
be hired by parishes without resident 
priest-pastors. As Metz wrote, cur-
rently these administrators seem to be 
brought in on short notice when there 
is a sudden vacancy in the pastorate 
and sometimes have little practical 
training or experience. 

Kurt Vorndran
Washington D.C. 

THE LIMITS OF THE LAITY
Thanks to Jon Metz for his description 
of how lay parish directors can help 
remedy the priest shortage. During my 
eighteen years as president of Aqui-
nas Institute in St. Louis, we prepared 
dozens of lay parish directors. I saw 
their gifts with seniors, young children, 
adolescents, and married couples. They 
had insights and a sensitivity to pastoral 
needs that I did not possess. They are a 
great blessing to the Church.

Unfortunately, they are limited in 
what they can do. They cannot preach 
at Mass, they cannot hear confessions, 
and they cannot anoint. They can only 
marry and baptize in extreme circum-
stances. Important as they are, they will 
not be enough.

As a sacramental Church, we need 
more ordained ministers, deacons, and 
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priests. We already have married priests 
whom we accepted from other denom-
inations, but if you were born Catholic 
you don’t qualify. This is a scandal. If 
we invited younger married men (and 
women) to prepare for ordination, we 
would have a flood of applications.

They would need at least three years 
of full-time preparation and enough 
financial support to replace lost wages. 
This would be expensive, but cost was 
never a factor in the past when we were 
preparing celibate candidates. There is 
no reason it should be now. 

Charlie Bouchard, OP
St. Louis, Mo.

BUILDING AND SUSTAINING 
COMMUNITY
As a fairly observant Jew who is active 
at my synagogue in Bloomington, 
Indiana, I was instructed and moved 
by Matthew Rose’s very fine article 
on the civil religion of Robert Bellah 
in your July/August issue (“Serious 
Play”). Rose’s exposition of Bellah’s 
thought captures what Jews, Christians, 
Muslims, and others are trying to do in 
building and sustaining religious com-
munity in an overly individualistic and 
consumerist American society.

Thank you, Mr. Rose and Common-
weal.

David Szonyi
Bloomington, Ind.
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The Cowardice Caucus

I
n a live, nationally televised address forty-nine years 
ago last month, Richard Nixon resigned from the pres-
idency, telling the American people that he no longer 
had “a strong enough political base in the Congress” 
to survive Watergate and serve out his term. This past 
August, charges were brought against Donald Trump 
in both federal court and in Fulton County, Georgia, 

for his efforts to overturn the result of the 2020 presidential 
election. At rallies, on cable TV, and in social media, Trump 
has railed at the charges against him, repeated the falsehoods 
that led to them, mocked the prosecutors who brought them, 
and issued thinly veiled threats against judges and potential 
witnesses. He has taken advantage of free media publicity 
to rake in millions of dollars from small donors, much of 
which he is apparently using to pay his mounting legal bills. 
Nevertheless, Trump still has the backing of more than half 
of Republican primary voters. Not coincidentally, he enjoys 
what Nixon, who faced no criminal charges, did not: a solid 
base of support from Republicans in Congress. 

That loyalty stems from cowardice, not shared conviction. 
Republican members of Congress support Trump because 
they’re afraid of his supporters. Trump voters have long 
raged against Republicans deemed insufficiently dedicated 
to their cause, which now amounts to returning the for-
mer president to office and exacting revenge on his political 
enemies. Their devotion grows more cult-like by the day: a 
recent poll shows that they trust Trump to tell the truth more 
than they trust their family, friends, and religious leaders. 
Fear of the base had already scared GOP leaders like Sens. 
Mitch McConnell and Lindsey Graham into voting against 
removing Trump from office after his second impeachment, 
following the attack on the Capitol in 2021. They justified 
their actions then by pointing to the courts as the proper 
venue for trying any crimes the former president might have 
committed. Fear motivates them even more today. Though 
Trump currently faces criminal charges in four different 
jurisdictions, Republican lawmakers criticize the same 
judicial process they earlier supported and slavishly echo 
right-wing nonsense about the “weaponized” Department of 
Justice. Now they say that voters in the 2024 election should 
issue the final verdict on his alleged crimes.

Trump’s main primary challengers show even less back-
bone. The contortions that Ron DeSantis, Nikki Haley, and 
Tim Scott put themselves through to avoid criticizing the 
front-runner have prompted Chris Christie to suggest they 
might as well endorse Trump instead. Not that Christie 

deserves special credit: his fresh assessment of Trump as a 
dangerously unsuitable candidate comes seven years (and one 
previous endorsement of his own) too late. Whether Christie 
and the handful of other Republicans explicitly critical of 
Trump can affect the primaries, given the former president’s 
lead among Republican voters, is doubtful. As the charges 
against Trump have piled up, his support among the base 
has only grown. 

The opposite is true among the general electorate. Polling 
shows that the two most recent indictments have compounded 
public concerns about Trump’s fitness for office. A majority of 
Americans say they would not support Trump in the election; 
60 percent don’t want him to run at all. “The broader public 
hates Donald Trump,” writes Charles W. Cooke in the Nation-
al Review. “The bringing of [these] charges has not caused 
them to like him more than they did before. The public’s 
impression of him has worsened, rather than improved, over 
time.” This may be music to the ears of Democrats and others 
who fear a second Trump presidency. But they shouldn’t be 
complacent: President Biden still has strikingly low approval 
ratings, and it is likely that most Republican voters who don’t 
support Trump in the primaries would vote for him against 
any Democrat in the general election.

And even if it seems that the legal cases against Trump are 
strong, nothing is guaranteed. Yes, special counsel Jack Smith 
and Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis were right 
to seek charges; in this nation, the law is supposed to apply 
equally to everyone, including former presidents. Indictments 
could also have deterrent value, perhaps discouraging future 
would-be plotters. And voters have a right to know before-
hand whether a candidate in the coming election is guilty of 
trying to overturn the previous one. But the number, scope, 
and complexity of the cases will likely prevent them from 
going to trial as quickly as planned. Trump’s lawyers are 
already trying to delay the process long enough for their cli-
ent to return to office. Even if trials are held and convictions 
issued before the election, lengthy appeals would follow, likely 
pushing final rulings off beyond 2024.

It’s been said before: we might not be here had Republican 
leaders taken advantage of the many opportunities they had 
to rid themselves of Trump when they could. Their failure to 
do so will bring further harm to their party if Trump is the 
nominee and loses in 2024. But it will have far more damag-
ing consequences for the entire country should he somehow 
manage to win.  

—August 24, 2023
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tion regarding the legal status of reli-
gious minorities.   

— Joseph AmarA Patriarch Flees 
Baghdad

I n a move that has sent shockwaves 
throughout Christian communities 
in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon, Cardi-

nal Louis Sako, Patriarch of the Chal-
dean Catholic Church, announced 
that he was leaving his headquarters 
in Baghdad and relocating to the city 
of Erbil, in the Kurdish-held region of 
Iraq. The announcement, which was 
posted on the Patriarchate’s Arabic 
website on Saturday, July 15, came 
in the wake of the Iraqi government’s 
abrupt withdrawal of official recogni-
tion of the patriarch five days earlier. 
A governmental decree issued in 2013 
had previously recognized the patri-
arch’s appointment by Rome as head 
of the Chaldean Catholic Church. 

Iraqi Christian-rights activist Diya 
Butrus Slewa called this latest move 
by the government “a cynical political 
maneuver to seize the remainder of 
what Christians have left in Iraq and 
Baghdad and to expel them.” Patriarch 
Sako gained international attention in 
2021 when he hosted Pope Francis on 
his pastoral visit to Iraq.

The withdrawal of official recogni-
tion came as a result of pressure from 
a group known in Arabic as Harakat 
Babilyun, “the Babylonian Brigade,” 
which claims to be a Christian militia 
but which recruits its members from 
radical Shiite communities in places 
like Baghdad’s infamous Sadr City. 
The group’s leader, Rayan al-Kildani, 
aims to control the strategic Nineveh 
region of the country. To that end, he 
is seeking control of the assets of the 
Chaldean Church, which Patriarch 
Sako oversees. The Brigade, which 
holds four seats in the Iraqi parlia-
ment, was sanctioned in 2019 by the 
U.S. Treasury Department for alleged 
human-rights abuses.

The standoff between the patriarch 
and the Brigade underscores the com-
plex rivalries playing out among Chris-
tian warlords in places like Iraq and 

Lebanon. This is not the first time that 
such rivalries have resulted in a person-
al attack against a high-ranking church 
leader. In 1989, Lebanese Maronites, 
including the heads of several monas-
tic orders, challenged the authority 
of then Maronite Patriarch Nasrallah 
Sfeir for his opposition to General 
Michel Aoun, a popular Christian 
warlord and militia leader. Aoun’s 
supporters broke into the patriarchal 
residence, forced the patriarch from 
his bed, and made him kiss a pic-
ture of Aoun. The following day, the 
patriarch moved to the safety of Syri-
an-held territory in northern Lebanon. 
The Vatican responded by dispatching 
Archbishop Pablo Puente, a heavy-hit-
ter in Vatican diplomatic circles, who 
castigated the heads of Maronite reli-
gious orders for engaging in politics 
without permission from the Church’s 
hierarchy. Despite the reprimand, 
Aoun’s supporters catapulted him to 
the presidency of Lebanon in 2016. 
He was president on August 4, 2020, 
when 2,750 tons of ammonium nitrate 
illegally stored at the port of Beirut 
exploded, gutting buildings, killing 
hundreds, and sinking the country 
even further into chaos. 

The Iraqi government’s unprec-
edented reversal has only enhanced 
Patriarch Sako’s considerable sym-
bolic authority among Iraqi Chris-
tian denominations. A coalition of 
Iraq’s Chaldean, Syriac, and Assyrian 
churches has issued a joint statement 
deploring what it calls a land-grab in 
the ancestral Christian region of the 
Nineveh Plain by the Iraqi govern-
ment. The group claims that this land 
is now being sold to individuals who 
are not from the region and who are 
not Christian.

Upon his arrival in Erbil, Patriarch 
Sako was welcomed by members of 
the Kurdish government as well as by 
Muslim religious officials. The patri-
arch thanked all present before noting, 
“Religious symbols are respected in 
the Kurdistan Region. The evidence is 
this warm welcome and respect.” His 
remarks signaled a clear challenge to 
the Iraqi government’s official posi-

Climate Victory in 
Montana

H ome to some of the largest and 
most beloved national parks in 
the country, Montana is known 

for its natural beauty and access to the 
outdoors. So it comes as no surprise 
that its 1972 State Constitutional Del-
egation drafted language guaranteeing 
a “clean and healthful” environment for 
current and future residents, adopting 
“the strongest preventative and antic-
ipatory constitutional environmental 
provisions possible.” 

Now, those future residents, repre-
sented by sixteen plaintiffs aged five 
to twenty-two, are holding the state to 
its word, supported by the August 14 
ruling of District Court judge Kathy 
Seeley in Held v. State of Montana. 
The case concerns a provision of the 
Montana Environmental Policy Act 
(MEPA) known as the “MEPA Lim-
itation,” which expressly forbids Mon-
tana agencies from considering green-
house-gas emissions and their effect on 
the climate in environmental reviews. 
The reviews are part of the permitting 
process for fossil-fuel energy projects 
including coal mines, gas plants, pipe-
lines, refineries, and industrial facili-
ties. Judge Seeley’s decision methodi-
cally presents the scientific consensus 
connecting emissions from those proj-
ects with climate change, and climate 
change with adverse health effects for 
Montana’s youth.

Each of the plaintiffs cited concrete 
harms they suffered as a direct result of 
climate change. These included forced 
relocation due to wildfires and respira-
tory conditions like asthma triggered by 
smoke inhalation. But they also includ-
ed less obvious effects. There were, for 
example, the Indigenous sisters who, 
because of changes in rainfall and tem-
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The Coup in Niger

O n July 26, a coup in Niger 
removed the country’s democrati-
cally elected president, Mohamed 

Bazoum. The junta insisted it acted 
because of the government’s inadequate 
response to Islamic extremism, but the 
man who has emerged as the coup lead-
er, General Abdourahmane Tchiani, led 
the presidential guard for twelve years 
and reportedly moved against Bazoum 
because he feared that Bazoum was 
about to fire him. In the weeks since, the 
junta has said it will prosecute the former 
president for treason, a crime punishable 
by death. Tchiani has promised to return 
the government to civilian control within 
three years.

Niger is the sixth country in the 
Sahel region of Africa to experience a 
coup since 2020. Most of these coups 
have received little coverage in West-
ern media, but the one in Niger has 
grabbed the world’s attention. “Western 
countries saw Mr. Bazoum as a friendly 
figure in a rough neighborhood,” writes 
Declan Walsh at the New York Times. The 
country was a partner for the United 
States and France, Niger’s former colo-
nizer, in their regional counterterrorism 
strategy. Since 2012, the United States 
has spent more than $500 million in 
Niger on counterterrorism efforts; there 
are currently 1,100 U.S. troops and 
1,500 French troops stationed there, 
along with several U.S. drone bases. 
Under the alliance between the West 
and Bazoum, fatalities from Islamist 
violence decreased, but the Western 
presence may have contributed to ten-
sions that resulted in the coup.

The coup also has the potential to 
spark larger conflicts. The Econom-
ic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) has threatened an invasion 

to reinstate Bazoum. Burkina Faso and 
Mali, which recently experienced coups 
of their own, support the junta and have 
threatened to invade if ECOWAS inter-
venes. Niger could also become a bat-
tleground between Western powers and 
Russia or China as they seek to expand 
their influence in Africa. Russia’s Wag-
ner group has conducted counterterror-
ism operations in Mali and other parts 
of Africa, and could be welcomed by the 
junta as an alternative to Western allies.

The coup in Niger brings another 
aspect of U.S. counterterrorism strategy 
under scrutiny: the Pentagon’s practice 
of training military officers in its part-
ner countries. Nick Turse reports at the 
Intercept that at least fifteen officers who 
received training in the United States 
have been involved in twelve coups in 
West Africa and the Sahel. The Nigerien 
junta includes at least five U.S.-trained 
officers. One of these, Brigadier Gen-
eral Moussa Salaou Barmou, received 
training at Ft. Moore in Georgia and 
visited a drone base with a senior U.S. 
general just six weeks before the coup. 

The Pentagon insists that “there is no 
correlation between the training that [the 
officers] received and their activities,” but 
a study of the U.S.-trained Liberian mil-
itary by Renanah Joyce found that those 
with U.S. training were less likely to pri-
oritize human rights and more likely to 
support one-party rule. “Good tactical 
training that occurs in the context of 
weak, corrupt, or illiberal institutions—
political and military—is likely to do no 
good and may do harm,” she explains.

Stephanie Savell of the Costs of War 
Project at Brown University agrees. 
“The major issues fueling conflict…
are not military in nature. [They] stem 
from people’s frustration with poverty, 
the legacy of colonialism, elite corrup-
tion, and political and ethnic tensions 
and injustices.” Training militaries with-
out addressing the underlying causes of 
poverty and conflict is “ineffective and 
counterproductive.” This is a lesson the 
U.S. government has repeatedly failed 
to learn in Latin America, Southeast 
Asia, and the Middle East. Will we final-
ly learn it in Africa?   

—Regina Munch

perature, can no longer reliably find and 
harvest chokecherries for the traditional 
summer festival centered on the fruit. 
Then there was the competitive Nordic 
skier whose training opportunities are 
limited by melting snowpack. In addi-
tion to the plaintiffs’ personal stories, 
a parade of expert witnesses provided 
credible and informative testimony on 
climate science and renewable ener-
gy. (Meanwhile, the testimony of the 
defense’s only expert witness was, in 
the judge’s words, “not well-support-
ed, contained errors, and was not given 
weight by the Court.”) 

The transition away from fossil fuels 
in Montana would also be economically 
beneficial for state residents, who would 
see significant reductions in their ener-
gy costs. Lifting the MEPA Limitation 
is the first step, but it doesn’t guaran-
tee the implementation of any proac-
tive measures toward renewable ener-
gy. Montana’s Republican legislative 
supermajority has consistently ignored 
environmental recommendations, and 
the court can’t compel it to heed them. 
Still, Held sets an important precedent. 
Several other state constitutions include 
so-called “green amendments” that 
form the basis of ongoing lawsuits, and 
this case proves that such amendments 
can be more than empty words.

Montana’s constitution calls for 
“adequate remedies to prevent unrea-
sonable depletion and degradation of 
natural resources.” As an earlier Mon-
tana court reasoned, this “clearly indi-
cates that Montanans have a right not 
only to reactive measures after a con-
stitutionally-proscribed environmental 
harm has occurred, but to be free of its 
occurrence in the first place.” Yet it is 
precisely because that harm has already 
occurred that the plaintiffs could bring 
their case at all. For these sixteen young 
people, and for countless others across 
the state and around the world, there is 
no way to recover the lost days of fish-
ing caused by low water levels, the lost 
opportunities to participate in genera-
tions-old traditions that rely on seasonal 
patterns disrupted by climate change, 
or the lost views of glaciers and moun-
tains caused by wildfire smoke and 

high temperatures. We should celebrate 
Held, and it should inspire us to great-
er action. But we should never forget 
what’s already been lost.   

—Isabella Simon



8   commonweal

SHORT TAKES

SUSAN BIGELOW REYNOLDS

Water, Mud, 
Fire
Bringing Mass to Matamoros

I n a migrant camp, liturgy is an act 
of bricolage. 

It’s Holy Thursday. I am in 
Brownsville, Texas, spending Holy 

Week with a community of Jesuits who 
minister to migrants throughout the 
Rio Grande Valley. The three of them—
Brian Strassburger, Louie Hotop, and 
Flavio Bravo—live in a small, tidy 
house in the colonia of Cameron Park 
that they’ve named for Miguel Pro, the 
joyful Jesuit martyr executed during 
Mexico’s Cristero War.

Our car inches across Gateway 
International Bridge toward Matam-
oros, Brownsville’s Mexican sister city. 
Hemispheric political crises, coupled 
with restrictive, constantly changing 
U.S. immigration policies, have trans-
formed border cities like Matamoros 
into sites of desperation for migrants 
driven from home by gang violence and 
economic collapse. The migrant camp 
first appeared there in 2018 and dis-
banded in 2021, after the termination 
of the Trump-era Remain in Mexico 
program. But near the end of 2022, 
the priests began to hear rumors that 
the Matamoros camp had reappeared. 
They drove across the border to find 
out. The rumors were true: the camp 
was back. But conditions had shift-
ed. Though far from comfortable, the 
first camp had basic infrastructure. A 
trans-border network of NGOs and 
faith-based organizations, including 
Catholic Charities Rio Grande Valley, 
collaborated with Mexican authorities 
to provide access to showers, toilets, 
medical services, clothes-washing sta-
tions, food, and water. But government 
officials had lost patience with the 
camp. Prohibited from pitching tents 

in the plaza, migrants slept on side-
walks. Four months later, thousands are 
surviving in makeshift shelters down a 
steep embankment covered with mes-
quite trees and trash along the muddy 
bank of the Rio Grande.

The car is packed full of liturgi-
cal things and things made liturgical. 
A monstrance on loan from another 
church is zipped into the laptop pocket 
of a backpack. A brass thurible, borrowed 
and patinated with age, is nestled into a 
bright red HEB bag, and the bells adorn-
ing its chains jingle every time we hit a 
bump. The trunk holds other treasures: a 
stack of bilingual hymnals; metal folding 
chairs; a suitcase filled with vestments, 
an altar cloth, and tiny vials of water 
and wine; a giant speaker; sliced bread 
and bags full of grapes; a basket of white 
pipe-cleaner bracelets that Brian and 
Louie have strung with craft-store jingle 
bells for people to ring during the Gloria.

In the camp, wooden pallets stacked 
beneath a twisted mesquite tree become 
an altar. Extension cords run like rivers 
down from the base of each streetlight 
and fan out into deltas of cords on 
cords, and Flavio hooks up the speak-
er to the web of pirated electricity. We 

arrange the folding chairs next to the 
altar for the washing of the feet.

At this point we realize we’ve for-
gotten a critical element: water. Under 
normal circumstances, we’d just turn on 
the tap. But in a migrant camp, water is 
a fiercely guarded commodity. We hear 
about a fight that broke out over water 
the night before. Someone was stabbed. 
There are tanks throughout the camp, 
but some people say that the water 
makes them sick. Others try to drink 
from the river, but that makes them even 
sicker. “¿Quién tiene agua?” Flavio calls 
out in a voice that sounds more like an 
invitation than a request. Who has water? 
Someone comes forward with their jug 
and a plastic ladle. It’s the ultimate act of 
generosity—an act of holy waste. Water 
is precious because it is scarce, and here 
we are, Mary of Bethany, anointing peo-
ple’s feet with it one ladle at a time. A 
grinning seven-year-old girl hops into 
the chair first, wiggling off her shoes and 
swinging her legs. A young woman with a 
toddler takes the seat beside her and the 
people around her help remove the little 
boy’s shoes as she removes her own. The 
priests bend low to wash, dry, and kiss 
each pair of feet.
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Flavio Bravo, SJ, and Louie Hotop, SJ, celebrate the 2023 Easter Vigil in a migrant encampment on the bank of the 
Rio Grande in Matamoros, Mexico.
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T hat night it rains ferociously. The 
littered earth becomes mud, and 
no one sleeps. People dig trench-

es around their tents to try to divert the 
water, but nothing can stop the rain from 
lashing apart shelters. The next morn-
ing, the road into Matamoros is flooded 
and chaotic. In the camp, people stand 
huddled with their arms pulled into their 
shirts. A mother named Yanetzy sits on 
an overturned bucket, her three-year-
old daughter curled in a damp blanket 
on her lap. Yanetzy’s cherry-red hair is 
streaked with brown, and I can tell how 
long ago she left home in Venezuela by 
how far her roots have grown out. All 
I can think is that she is the most tired 
person I have ever seen.

But there are small wonders, too. 
This morning a woman finally received 
her cita—her appointment for asylum 
processing by border patrol. Asy-
lum-seekers are required to use a 
smartphone app called CBP One to 
request entry into the United States. 
The system is effectively a lottery: 
every day at 10 a.m., migrants enter 
their information into the glitchy app 
in the hopes of securing a coveted 
appointment at a port of entry. Near-
ly everyone is denied, with no other 
choice but to try again the next day, 
and the next. But once in a while, the 
stars align. A Good Friday miracle.

Before we left Casa Miguel Pro, 
Louie and Flavio had packed the car 
with a stack of flattened cardboard 
boxes that had been accumulating 
against their kitchen wall. Now, they 
spread the boxes on the ground and 
lean a crucifix retrieved from the trunk 
against the makeshift altar. When the 
service begins, the priests step forward 
in silence and flatten their bodies onto 
the cardboard on top of the mud. Pros-
trate before the foot of the cross, they 
press their faces into the same unforgiv-
ing ground on which everyone else has 
spent a sleepless night, and the soles of 
their shoes, which face the sky, are, like 
everyone else’s, caked in mud.

The liturgy ends with a via crucis 
through the middle of the camp. The 
procession winds up the mud-slicked 
hill and into the flooded street, through 

a metal turnstile, and into the plaza at 
the foot of the international bridge. We 
carry a ten-foot cross that a man in the 
camp has built from two giant pieces 
of scrap wood. When we return to the 
site of the altar, someone is waiting. He 
wants to know if he can keep the card-
board for the floor of his tent.

 

T he bishop has given the Jesuits 
permission to celebrate the Easter 
Vigil early, so on Saturday we leave 

for Matamoros after lunch. There is a 
stainless-steel mixing bowl covered with 
a baking sheet on the floor of the pas-
senger seat, and I’m instructed to make 
sure it doesn’t tip over. I glance inside the 
bowl. “Epsom salt and rubbing alcohol,” 
Louie explains before I have a chance to 
inquire about the science experiment at 
my feet. “For the fire.”

Today, CPB One is giving everyone 
the same error message: “You must be 
near the southwest border of the United 
States to make an appointment at a port 
of entry.” The app uses geolocation to 
require that users be north of Mexico 
City to apply. The error is ridiculous, 
of course. Any closer to the border and 
we would all be in the water. The app 
isn’t the only thing malfunctioning. The 
electricity isn’t working in the usual spot, 
either. “¿Quién tiene luz?” Flavio calls 
out. Who has power? A group of men 
across the way summon us over to their 
electrical strip.

A man offers to hold the towering 
scrap-wood cross, and we stand in a 
circle in the middle of the camp. Louie 
lights the bowl, and silky red flames 
erupt from the ground between us. He 
lowers a candle into the paschal fire and 
raises it to the sky. “¡Luz de Cristo!” he 
sings. “¡Gracias a Dios!” we respond. 
Three times we repeat the refrain, fall-
ing into a procession behind the Easter 
candle. We light our candles from the 
flame and splotches of wax fall like rain-
drops onto the gray-brown earth.

At some point, children playing on 
the hillside decide to become a band 
of altar servers, and they are visi-
bly enthralled to discover that their 
newly assumed responsibilities include 

retrieving the smoldering thurible from 
the tree branch where it hangs. Louie 
blesses the altar and the gifts. Then he 
walks to the front of the altar to bless 
the people. Slowly and with great care, 
he moves around the circle, gently 
swinging the thurible before each per-
son. When he reaches the edge of the 
crowd, he returns to the center, closes 
his eyes, and bows to them.

On the ride home, my mind turns 
to my students, who sometimes ask the 
question that any rational person faced 
with reality asks: What good are candles 
and incense and bells when people are 
starving? I usually reply that we would 
do well to be suspicious of the capitalist 
assumption that prayer is only for people 
who can afford things. I see now that the 
real answer is whatever I just witnessed.

In the end, when the last fire burns 
itself out and the last mesquite tree falls 
and the final light goes out, when the 
rain washes away the trash and the mud 
and the shit and the last bridge is crossed 
and the last detention center closed and 
Christ who died and rose comes again, 
reconciling everything to himself, and sin 
is no more, and death is no more, and 
nothing is wasted, we’ll meet and bow 
to one another, and there we’ll stand, 
Christ and all of us, our feet washed, our 
wounds kissed, our heads perfumed. 

SUSAN BIGELOW REYNOLDS is assistant 
professor of Catholic Studies at Candler School 
of Theology at Emory University.

Prostrate before  
the foot of the cross, 
they press their 
faces into the same 
unforgiving ground 
on which everyone  
else has spent a 
sleepless night.
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Waist Deep 
in the Big 
Muddy
What can the Vietnam 
War teach us about the war 
in Ukraine?

I spent part of the long Independence 
Day weekend listening to an old 
recording of “Woody’s Children,” a 
folk-music program that premiered in 

1969 and ran for several decades on New 
York’s WQXR. The particular program 
that I tuned into was first broadcast in 
October of that year, coinciding with the 
Vietnam moratorium. Not surprisingly, 
it consisted entirely of antiwar songs, a 
genre then at the height of its popularity.

I had missed the show the first time 
around. In October 1969, I was attending 
Ranger School at Fort Benning, Georgia, 
as a freshly minted, Vietnam-bound army 
second lieutenant. At the time, I felt no 
particular affinity for antiwar activists or 
their music. 

Hearing the program for the first 
time in July 2023 nearly brought me 
to tears. That said, much of the music 
itself, although decidedly earnest, has 
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not aged well. Frequently maudlin and 
bluntly didactic, the lyrics tend to lack 
subtlety. Yet as a political testimonial, the 
entire protest genre holds up remarkably 
well. Even today, with the folk revival of 
the sixties a distant memory, it retains 
underappreciated relevance.

But fifty-some years later, the peace 
movement itself is on life support. Efforts 
to curb America’s appetite for war have 
simply failed. The draft-eligible Baby 
Boomers who marched against the 
Vietnam War in their youth tacitly 
embraced militarism once they reached 
the heights of political, academic, jour-
nalistic, and corporate power.

The facts speak for themselves. When 
it comes to military spending, the United 
States leads the pack internationally. No 
nation or combination of nations comes 
anywhere close. When it comes to an 
actual propensity to use force, no nation 

Pete Seeger performs at a protest in New York, October 1975.
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(with the possible exception of Israel) 
can match the United States. Even so, 
in American politics, there is no peace 
party worthy of note. The results of 
failed wars such as Afghanistan and 
Iraq are forgotten with astonishing 
swiftness. Principled opposition to war 
is a fringe phenomenon.

Among the antiwar anthems reprised 
on “Woody’s Children” in October 
1969, one in particular caught my ear: 
“Waist Deep in the Big Muddy.” Writ-
ten and performed by Pete Seeger, the 
ballad recounts a World War II training 
exercise in which the officer in charge 
insists on seeing the mission through 
even as swampy conditions deteriorate. 
The wise sergeant foresees disaster 
ahead, but “the big fool says to push 
on.” Orders are orders, a stubborn 
blindness that will cost the officer dearly. 

In 1969, the “big fool” was President 
Lyndon B. Johnson, whose response to 
difficulties in Vietnam was to throw 
more troops into the fray, expecting to 
transform stalemate into victory. See-
ger’s “big fool” was immune to learning. 
So was LBJ, even as the years passed 
and the violence escalated. 

From today’s vantage point, the 
folly of Vietnam that Seeger and others 
on the folk scene denounced appears 
self-evident. As a result of his plunge 
into the Big Muddy, President John-
son’s reputation sustained damage from 
which it has never recovered. Fifty-eight 
thousand Americans died for nothing.  

Yet my own Independence Day 
rumination left me wondering yet again 
whether the United States had learned 
much of anything from the defeat it 
experienced in Vietnam—and whether 
President Biden, in his own meandering 
way, is not retracing LBJ’s footsteps.

Adherence to three distinct princi-
ples prompted Johnson to intervene 
the way he did in Vietnam. First was 
the imperative of confronting perceived 
evil. Second was the requirement to do 
so directly by employing force. The third 
principle was the necessity of playing 
to ostensible American strengths while 
minimizing our vulnerabilities. Underly-
ing this third principle was a conviction 
that, because of our superior technology 

and strategy, the United States has war 
figured out. 

On the basis of those principles, 
Johnson persuaded himself (or was 
persuaded) that ensuring the survival 
of South Vietnam constituted a vital 
U.S. national-security interest. It was 
a cause worth fighting for as well as a 
winnable one. Superior firepower and 
mobility would enable U.S. forces to 
defeat an adversary generally lacking 
in modern arms.

The actual realities in Vietnam con-
tradicted all of those principles. The 
enemy doggedly refused to be beaten, 
the lavish application of American weap-
onry only produced higher casualties, 
and the final outcome demonstrated 
conclusively that Vietnam itself was of 
no more than marginal importance to 
U.S. national security. 

Yet in Washington, the three princi-
ples found wanting in Vietnam remained 
stubbornly intact and formed the basis of 
U.S. policy going forward, most notably 
in a series of military interventions, large 
and small, in the greater Middle East. 
In 2003, the George W. Bush adminis-
tration launched the most ambitious of 
those interventions when it invaded Iraq, 
initiating a campaign intended ultimately 
to eliminate evil itself.

Bush persuaded himself (or was per-
suaded) that the United States had no 
alternative but to oust Saddam Hus-
sein’s regime. Here, it seemed, was a 
cause worth fighting for and a winnable 
one, with U.S. forces seemingly in pos-
session of near-invincible capabilities. 

To say that the ensuing Iraq War 
proved to be a repeat of Vietnam is both 
wildly wrong and essentially correct. 
The dry and dusty “look” of the Iraq 
War differed radically from Vietnam’s 
jungles and rice paddies. But once U.S. 
forces had waded into the Big Muddy of 
the Tigris and Euphrates and superior 
American arms once again failed to yield 
the expected victory, the Big Fool in the 
White House saw no choice but to push 
on, as did his successor. Once more, as in 
Vietnam, a chastened United States even-
tually found itself obliged to withdraw.

What lessons had the United States 
taken from the Iraq War (and from its 

Afghan sibling)? How have those les-
sons informed the Biden administra-
tion’s policy regarding the war occur-
ring on its own watch?

Once again, the “look” of the 
Ukraine War differs from the “look” of 
either Vietnam or Iraq. This is a classic 
conventional conflict pitting regular 
forces against one another on a linear 
and largely static battlefield. 

Yet in Washington, the underlying 
principles that informed the Vietnam 
and Iraq Wars remain intact. First, 
there is the imperative of confronting 
evil, with Vladimir Putin now cast in the 
role once assigned to Ho Chi Minh and 
Saddam Hussein. Second is the necessi-
ty of employing armed force; the mere 
idea of diplomacy is viewed as tanta-
mount to immoral appeasement. Third 
is the effort to devise a suitable design 
for victory, in this instance providing a 
plentiful supply of arms while allowing 
Ukrainians to do the actual fighting. 

On the last point, however, Pres-
ident Biden’s preference for relying 
on proxies should not conceal the fact 
that while the Big Muddy may now be 
the Dnieper, the waters are rising. An 
end to this war is not in sight, even as 
pressures to escalate increase; Biden’s 
decision to provide Ukraine with cluster 
munitions is the latest example of his 
willingness to cave to those pressures. 
Meanwhile, sensitive questions about 
the war’s origins and the United States’ 
actual interests are often avoided. 

But the echoes of Vietnam and Iraq 
are difficult to ignore. And as Pete See-
ger wrote,

Every time I read the papers 
That old feeling comes on; 
We’re waist deep in the Big Muddy 
And the big fool says to push on.

Among recent U.S. presidents, Joe 
Biden is not uniquely foolish. But like 
his predecessors going back to LBJ, he 
lacks imagination. And so we stumble 
deeper into the swamp, oblivious to the 
consequences that await. 

ANDREW J. BACEVICH is chairman and co-
founder of the Quincy Institute for Responsible 
Statecraft.
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Sweat & 
Solidarity
A dispatch from the 
writers’ strike 

A day on the picket line begins 
with considering the heat. It’s 
August. I live in the Valley. 
Even in the best of times, even 

in a merely “normal hot” summer and 
not a “climate change is breaking daily 
temperature records across the globe” 
summer, it would be quite hot, and 
spending hours outside in direct sunlight 
during the middle of the day would be 
the kind of thing I would work hard to 
avoid. But because there is a strike going 
on and I need to picket, staying home is 
not an option. And so I consider the heat 
and how best to protect myself. 

The Writers Guild is on strike and 
has been for months. On August 9, we 
officially reached one hundred days. The 
Screen Actors Guild has been by our 
side for the past month, having joined 
the strike during the hot weather and 
staying while it gets even hotter. The 
toll on each of us is specific, personal. It 
varies depending on our economic cir-
cumstances, our health, where we are in 
our careers, whether we have children or 
pets or relatives we care for—and if any 
of them feel like walking in circles with 
us in the noonday sun. 

At times, the challenge that has been 
hardest for me has been the weird alien-
ation that comes from not doing a job 
that I love, or the anxieties around what 
lies on the other side of this for myself 
and for our whole industry. Sometimes 
it’s insecurity borne of hearing other 
writers chat about the novels they are 
writing in their newfound free time or 
the spec scripts that they can’t wait to 
unleash. But today, I am mostly think-
ing about getting dressed. 

After three months, I’ve hit on my 
ideal picket ensemble, a look that I like 
call “amateur zookeeper.” I wear long, 
loose pants, a Writers Guild strike t-shirt, 
with a pale-blue SPF 50 button-down 
on top. To this I add a giant straw hat, 
sunglasses, thin gloves (both for sun pro-
tection and sign grippage), a fanny pack 
for my ID, keys, and Writers Guild card, 
and bright turquoise walking shoes. It 
keeps me cool in the literal sense—and 
only in the literal sense. 

I grab my water bottle (a staff gift 
from a show years ago, now so banged 
up with wear and tear that the show’s 
name has worn off) and head out the 
door. From where I live, I can walk 
or bike to Disney or take the bus to 
Universal. If I’m meeting a friend—
the picket catch-up is the new “cup of 
coffee or maybe a hike”—I’ll drive or 
take the subway to Amazon or Netflix 
or Paramount. 

Some days—with a great conver-
sation with friends, delicious snacks 
baked by our intrepid strike captains or 
dropped off in a box from Jay Leno, a 
fiery and inspirational speech or two—
it’s genuinely fun, a delightful, transport-
ive experience. Most days it’s fine: not 
the exercise I’d seek out, maybe, but if 
you keep your headphones out of your 
ears (and most people do), there’s always 
someone interesting to talk to. Some 
days, it’s less than fine. All days it’s hot. 

And, when conversation lags, there’s 
time to consider big questions. For one, 
why are we doing this? Well, that one 
I know the answer to: the disruptions 
of the streaming model make it much 
harder for writers to earn the living they 
used to, and more disruptions are on 
the way. We’re striking for the same rea-
son that we struck over VHS technology 
and the advent of the internet—because 
large companies will always use tech-
nological advances to harm workers 
unless someone stops them. Because 
we’ve watched other good, creative 
jobs get gobbled up by hedge funds and 
monopolies and we don’t want to be 
next. Because we’ve seen that you don’t 
get what you don’t fight for. 

Other things I wonder: Why can’t 
a group of writers script better rally 

chants? Seriously, folks. “Hey hey / ho 
ho” in 2023? And, why did it take so 
long for Universal to give us a few feet 
of sidewalk to stand on? No clue. 

But the thing I think about most is 
the idea of solidarity: how destabilizing 
it feels after decades of internet-based 
atomization followed by COVID-era 
seclusion to be in a large, powerful group 
of strangers actually talking to each other. 

How precious, how rare it is to be 
doing something alongside another per-
son. It’s not purely an act of charity, nor 
an act of pure selfishness, but an act 
where our collective behavior benefits 
us both—an act that makes no sense 
unless it’s done by a group for a group. 
If I personally had stopped working in 
May and paced up and down in front of 
Disney for months, I would have been 
a curiosity, at best. Probably I simply 
would have been invisible. But in the 
thousands, we have the potential to dis-
rupt billions of dollars of entertainment 
industry business and thereby make 
ourselves noticed. It works for all of us 
but only if we all do it. 

To quote from Fratelli tutti, and here 
Pope Francis is quoting himself: 

Solidarity means much more than engag-
ing in sporadic acts of generosity. It means 
thinking and acting in terms of community. 
It means that the lives of all are prior to the 
appropriation of goods by a few. It also means 
combatting the structural causes of poverty, 
inequality, the lack of work, land, and hous-
ing, the denial of social and labour rights.

For me, the opportunity to be on 
strike is a chance to put this often theo-
retical notion of solidarity into practice. 
To embody the sometimes hollow op-ed 
encomium to “focus on what unites us 
instead of what divides us.” It is certain-
ly more comfortable to sit on a couch 
in the air conditioning and have ideas 
about society. Sitting comfortably and 
having ideas about society is one of my 
greatest pleasures (please invite me on 
your podcast). Walking in the same cir-
cle with no shade next to jackhammers, 
striking up chit-chat with someone I’ve 
never met before is not comfortable at 
all. Sitting comfortably also allows me 
to curate the circle of people I interact 
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with, whereas on the picket line, we get 
all kinds of folks: extroverted actors in 
sequins, elder screenwriters weeks away 
from hip surgeries, young support staff 
showing their encouragement and gen-
tly networking, members of IATSE tak-
ing the opportunity to explain the labor 
issues facing their union in advance of 
their own negotiations this fall. People 
bring their kids. People bring their par-
ents. People bring their dogs. 

In Fratelli tutti, Francis remarks of 
digital relationships, “They lack the 
physical gestures, facial expressions, 
moments of silence, body language 
and even the smells, the trembling of 
hands, the blushes and perspiration that 
speak to us and are a part of human 
communication.” I promise you that, 
especially given the prevalence of natu-
ral deodorant in the Los Angeles writer/
actor community, we are getting very 
well acquainted with each other’s smells 
and perspiration. 

And we are also getting accustomed 
to a style of communication that feels 
like the opposite of internet speech. 
Online, the only discourse options are 
Twitter (do I have to call it “X”?) despair 
or Instagram jubilation. Our lives are 
either the unceasing grind of late capi-
talism as filtered through self-diagnosed 
mental illness or an amazing series of 
vacations and professional wins. 

But on the picket line, people can just 
talk, for real. I ran into a woman while 
picketing whom I know well enough to 
have seen the glossy exterior of her suc-
cessful career, but while we walked, she 
opened up about the toll it took—and the 
horrible treatment she received from the 
companies for whom she created profits. 
I ran into a man, again someone I really 
don’t know that well, who opened up to 
me about parenting challenges with dis-
arming honesty. I’ve had people tell me 
about industry professionals who lied to 
their faces, jobs they were promised that 
never materialized, the day they decided 
once and for all to freeze their eggs. None 
of these were succinct quips of gloom 
or glory; they were the stuff of life, as 
it’s lived. Messy, hesitant. “Is this too 
much?” “Can I talk about addiction?” 
“I don’t want to name names, but—”

And I talked too, about what’s been 
going well for me and what’s been hard, 
about work stuff and life stuff and the 
place where life stuff meets work stuff. 
I’ve walked with women decades older 
than I am who opened up about the sex-
ism they faced in their early careers. I’ve 
walked with recent grads who are anxious 
that the degrees they just took out loans 
for may be in a field that no longer exists. 

I’ve talked, but I’ve tried to listen 
more. And, when there’s nothing else 
to say, I’ve tried to fill in the silence 

with companionable presence. To walk 
politely, accommodating people’s dif-
ferent paces and gaits. To make sure 
that people remember to hydrate. To 
share my sunscreen. 

Sometimes someone is going through 
something to which there is no easy 
response—there are people who talk 
about their employment-dependent 
health insurance lapsing in a few weeks 
or their partners needing to pick up extra 
work to make up for the loss of income. 
A strike is meant to be painful for the 
corporations, but it is not easy for the 
strikers or other affected workers, and 
there are problems that no Jay Leno 
doughnuts can fix. (The Entertainment 
Community Fund is the best financial 
resource for anyone in the business who 
is facing hardship—or for anyone not in 
the business who would like to donate.)

One of the reasons it’s easy and pleas-
ant to have ideas in air conditioning is 
that there’s always a better plan some-
where else, one not burdened by the 
unpleasant humanity of actual people. I 
can’t know that there’s not a hypothet-
ical Earth 2 where a strike was averted 
because everyone was smarter and better 
than the Earthlings we have here. But 
I do know that, given everything we’ve 
seen over the past months and years, and 
given the deal we were offered, striking 
felt like the only choice. And that once 
we had begun, we were committed to 
winning. As Francis reminds us, ideas 
may be fun, but “true wisdom demands 
an encounter with reality.” 

And the best way that I’ve found to 
encounter reality is daily: on the line, 
in the heat, side by sweaty side. For as 
long as it takes. 

DOROTHY FORTENBERRY is a playwright, 
screenwriter, and essayist. She spent four 
seasons as a writer/producer on Hulu’s 
acclaimed series The Handmaid’s Tale. Her 
most recent work was as writer and executive 
producer of Extrapolations, the first television 
drama centered entirely around climate 
change, for Apple TV+. She is the 2021 
laureate of the George W. Hunt, SJ, Prize for 
Journalism, Arts & Letters for outstanding 
work in the category of fiction writer or 
dramatist.

Writers and actors on the picket line, June 21, 2023
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AUSTEN IVEREIGH

Room for 
Everyone
World Youth Day in Lisbon

E ver since they began under St. 
John Paul II in the 1980s, World 
Youth Days (WYDs)—week-long 
festivals of faith held every two 

or three years in a different city—have 
been associated with exuberant piety, 
vast crowds, and life-changing personal 
moments when young people encounter 
the universality of the Church and find 
the courage to commit to Christ in dif-
ferent vocations. But they are tough to 
organize: most WYDs have seen trans-
port networks and crowd-management 
measures at different moments collapse 
under the strain.

Not this time. The WYD in Lisbon 
(August 1–6) will go down as one of 
the best attended and most impecca-
bly executed of the seventeen so far. 
Pope Francis told reporters on the 
flight back to Rome that, of the four he 
had experienced as pope, this one was 
the best organized. There were more 
than 600,000 registered pilgrims and 
900,000 unregistered ones (plus six 
hundred bishops, fifty cardinals, and 
ten thousand priests) flooding in for the 
Saturday night vigil and Sunday morn-
ing Mass at Tejo Park next to the Tagus 
River. This was also the most diverse 
WYD yet, with pilgrims from every 
nation in the world except the Maldives. 

For an event in one of Europe’s 
smallest nations (Portugal has a popu-
lation of just 10 million), it was a huge 
achievement, a shot of adrenaline and 
pride in the arms of both Church and 
nation. Lisboetas, thousands of whom 
opened their bedrooms and bathrooms 
to the pilgrims, were initially intimidated 
at the sheer scale of the crowds, but they 
were soon won over by all the innocent 
joy and kindness. The city’s police chief 
said that his force had never dealt with 
a crowd so large and yet good-natured. 

The Portuguese Church’s WYD czar 
was the dynamic Américo Aguiar, the 
Lisbon auxiliary bishop whom Francis 
has made a cardinal. Dom Américo faced 
the challenge of keeping up the organiz-
ing momentum through repeated Covid 
postponements—Lisbon took place four 
and a half years after Panama—but he 
also reaped the harvest of a pent-up 
yearning on the part of the young to 

come together after the long isolation of 
lockdown. “At a time when we are wit-
nessing on many sides a climate of pro-
test and unrest, a fertile terrain for forms 
of populism and conspiracy theories, 
World Youth Day represents a chance to 
build together,” the pope told Portuguese 
authorities on his arrival.

Dom Américo’s genius was to rec-
ognize what this moment—a time of 
war, mass displacement, and climate 
emergency—called for, especially in 
the wake of Francis’s 2020 encyclical 
Fratelli tutti. Dom Américo said in the 
run-up to Lisbon that this would be an 
event that consolidated the keynotes of 
this pontificate, creating a “Generation 
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Lisbon” to build a better future for the 
Church and the world.

While outwardly this WYD appeared 
to follow the by-now familiar format, it 
had some unique characteristics reflect-
ing this pope’s priorities. These can be 
summarized in four words: ecological, 
synodal, digital, and fraternal. 

E cological. A huge effort was made 
to make this WYD as “ecological-
ly responsible” as possible. Cli-

mate change and the destruction of 
the natural world remain top concerns 
for young people, and Pope Francis’s 
teaching on integral ecology—which 

locates the source of the crisis in a 
mindset that rejects our creatureli-
ness—was the first of the three topics 
the pilgrims studied. Francis warned 
Portuguese authorities that “we are 
transforming great reserves of life 
into dumping grounds of plastic” 
and told students at Lisbon’s Catho-
lic University that “unless faith gives 
rise to convincing lifestyles, it will 
not be a ‘leaven’ in the world.” The 
WYD app offered to calculate carbon 
offsets and the organizers sent out a 
“manual of good practices for a sus-
tainable WYD,” covering everything 
from transport to meals and accom-
modation. Pilgrims were asked to 

avoid single-use plastic and to recycle 
as much as they could. They were also 
asked to plant trees before coming (it 
was reported that 18,000 trees were 
planted). Every pilgrim kit included a 
reusable water bottle, which could be 
refilled for free at water points across 
the city, but organizers stopped short 
of banning throwaway plastic bottles 
from WYD events. 

Synodal. At previous WYDs, the 
young people were involved in cre-
ating music and prayers, but the cat-
echesis itself was done in a traditional 
top-down way, with bishops speaking 
and young people listening. This year 
at the so-called “Rise-Ups,” more than 

Pilgrims before the opening Mass for World Youth Day in Lisbon, Portugal, August 1, 2023



1 6   commonweal

Flanked by Paolo Ruffini, prefect of 
the communications dicastery, the 
cardinal blessed “these missionaries 
and evangelizers, so that, filled with 
the grace they received at baptism 
and being sent out by the Church, 
they might carry out with fidelity the 
mission of Christ’s Church, especially 
in the digital environment.”

The blessing was an important step 
toward the Vatican recognizing an apos-
tolic mission to the digital sphere—as 
were comments by the head of the Vat-
ican’s evangelization dicastery, Cardinal 
“Chito” Tagle, who told the influencers 
at the end of a Mass for them the previ-
ous day that he was happy for the digital 
world to be recognized “as a territory, 
a space, not just a means.” He said that 
this was a “new world of communion 
and mission” for the Church. 

Fraternal. Fratelli tutti, Francis’s 2020 
call to fraternity, was one of the three 
catechesis topics for the pilgrims, who 
discussed the topic against the back-
drop of Putin’s invasion of Ukraine and 
a new tide of nationalism. But this was 
also the most ecumenical and interreli-
gious WYD yet. Not only did the pope 
meet seventeen religious leaders in Lis-
bon’s apostolic nunciature on August 5, 
but for the first time at a WYD there 
was a Pentecostal-Evangelical praise 
event, organized by a Portuguese pas-
tor, Rodrigues Pereira, in conjunction 
with Catholic charismatics through 
their worldwide body CHARIS. The 
event, called “The Change,” attracted 
45,000 people, mostly Evangelicals, to 
the Benfica football stadium to hear 
from pastors and evangelists. 

T he most prophetic element of 
WYD 2023 was the bid to create 
and defend a space where search-

ers and sinners and those who don’t feel 
they quite fit can encounter the mercy of 
Christ. For Francis, creating that open 
space is crucial to the Church’s capacity 
to negotiate this “change of era.” Hence 
his constant insistence that the Church 
is a place for all. 

Francis used his first-day address in 
Lisbon specifically to warn the Church 
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four hundred bishops from around the 
world heard from young people about 
the questions that arose from their pre-
WYD dialogues on the topics of inte-
gral ecology, social friendship, and the 
mercy of God. 

“This time the young people are 
the protagonists of the encounters and 
reflections,” Fr. Nuno Amador, head of 
the Lisbon WYD’s pastoral office, told 
journalists. Sr. Nathalie Becquart of 
the synod secretariat in Rome told me 
that this was a sign of how the synod is 
helping Church organizations rethink 
the way they do things. 

There were many moments and 
places in Lisbon that showed a 
Church keen to listen to experience 
before offering judgment, and where 
the synod was seen as a model of how 
the Church is called to be. But it was 
mostly the pope himself who under-
lined the synod theme of a Church 
without borders, rousing the sea of 
young people at the welcome ceremo-
ny with words that became the emblem 
of Lisbon that week: “In the Church, 
there is room for everyone. Everyone. 
In the Church, no one is left out or left 
over. There is room for everyone. Just 
the way we are. Everyone.”

Digital. In a sign that the Church 
increasingly sees the digital sphere as a 
place to evangelize, Lisbon’s WYD host-
ed the first-ever world meeting of digi-
tal evangelizers and missionaries. With 
encouragement from the pope and the 
synod secretariat, Msgr. Lucio Ruiz of 
the Vatican’s communications dicast-
ery has mobilized a growing network 
of Catholic “influencers”—Catholics in 
social media who have developed large 
followings and who see themselves 
as evangelizers—to gather more than 
150,000 answers to a series of questions 
adapted from the synod questionnaire. 

The August 4 “Festival of Catholic 
Influencers” brought them all together 
for the first time: 577 digital mission-
aries from sixty-eight countries met 
face-to-face in Martim Moniz square 
with twenty thousand young people. 
The event ended with a lengthy bless-
ing from the retired Honduran cardi-
nal, Oscar Rodríguez de Maradiaga. 

against proselytism, which he said was 
always the sign of a diocese or orga-
nization in trouble. “It is Christian to 
invite, to welcome, to help, but without 
proselytism,” he told bishops, clergy, 
and religious at Vespers in the Ieronym-
ite Monastery in Belém on August 2. 
“First they should hear the invitation of 
Jesus,” he added. “[R]epentance comes 
later, closeness to Jesus comes later.” 
Do not turn the Church into a cus-
toms house reserved for the righteous 
while everyone else remains outside, he 
warned. “No. That is not the Church. 
Righteous and sinners, good and bad: 
everyone, everyone, everyone.”  

At the same time, Francis’s mes-
sages to the young people were deeply 
Christocentric, constantly inviting them 
to listen to Jesus, to hear His call, to 
let Him look at them and love them as 
they are, to let Him accompany them, 
to welcome Jesus into their hearts and 
to love others as He loves them. The 
pope’s final words at the vast Mass in 
Tejo Park were an invitation to sur-
render: “Today, he says to you, here in 
Lisbon, at this World Youth Day: ‘Have 
no fear, take heart, do not be afraid!’” 

For Francis, the emphasis on a wel-
coming, merciful Church that facilitates 
the direct encounter with Christ is key 
to evangelizing contemporary society. 
This isn’t about persuading others of 
the superiority of the Catholic offer, 
but about a conversion of hearts that 
follows from meeting Jesus. 

There was nowhere better for devel-
oping that missionary vision than at the 
World Youth Day in Lisbon, which show-
cased a Church that is of its time—eco-
logical, synodal, digital, and fraternal—
and a Church that is passionate about 
making space for all to encounter Jesus 
Christ. This WYD, likely Francis’s last, 
has firmly consolidated the future his 
pontificate has helped make possible. 

AUSTEN IVEREIGH is a British writer and the 
author of two biographies of Pope Francis. He 
collaborated with the pope on Let Us Dream: 
The Path to a Better Future (Simon & 
Schuster, 2020). 
A longer version of this report is available on 
the Commonweal website. 
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PAUL J. GRIFFITHS

On the Edge 
of Empires
Letter from Helsinki

I arrive in Helsinki on June 18 for a 
six-week stay. I’m close to the end 
of a book I’ve been working on 
for more than a year, and I want a 

bolt-hole where I can complete a draft. 
I choose Helsinki because I’ve not been 
there before, because I know no one 
there, and because I don’t know any 
Finnish. I’ll be able, I think, to write 
for half of each day and explore the city 
for the other half. I hope, too, for light. 
Helsinki at the summer solstice has only 
a few hours between sunset and sunrise, 
and even those are reputed to be radi-
ant, tinged with indigo. For the rest of 
the day, the light should be clear and 
intense. For reasons I can’t quite for-
mulate, these seem like good conditions 
for bringing a book to completion.

Less than a week after I move into the 
apartment I’ve rented in Helsinki’s Kal-
lio neighborhood, it appears that Russia 
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might be about to collapse into civil war. 
Mercenary troops under the command 
of Yevgeny Prigozhin, who have been 
fighting for Russia in Ukraine, are on 
the road to Moscow. The threat to the 
Putin regime seems real enough that 
heavy machinery is deployed to break 
up Moscow’s perimeter roads so as to 
make the entry of armored vehicles into 
that city more difficult. Some Russian 
panjandrums, perhaps including Putin 
himself, appear to leave the city.

This would have been exciting 
enough had I been at home in America, 
but in Helsinki it’s especially interest-
ing because the city is only a little more 
than one hundred miles from the Rus-
sian border, and because Russia has 
been a large and mostly malign pres-
ence in Finland’s past. The territory 
we now call Finland was, from 1809 to 
1917, a Grand Duchy of Imperial Rus-

In Helsinki, trams and bicycles put cars in their place.

SHORT TAKES
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sia. Finnish independence in 1917 was 
accompanied by violence and inter-
twined with the conflict between Reds 
and Whites following the Russian revo-
lution. There was a bloody war between 
independent Finland and Soviet Russia 
between 1939 and 1940; and although 
Finland succeeded in maintaining 
independence from Soviet Russia then 
and after, doing so required compro-
mises. The territorial expansions of 
Putin’s Russia, most recently the inva-
sion of Ukraine in 2022, have inten-
sified the sense of threat and uncer-
tainty on the part of those countries 
that border Russia—and Finland has 
the longest land border with Russia of 
any European country.

I am exercised, then, by the events 
of June 23 and 24. The Finnish author-
ities make reassuring noises: there is, 
they say, no sign of threat to Finnish 
territorial integrity, and Finland has no 
stake in whatever is going on in Russia. 
Events play out, puzzlingly: Prigozhin’s 
troops retreat; some deal is done; the 
Putin regime stands. Late on June 23, I 
ask the clerk (thirtyish, much tattooed) 
in the store where I’ve been buying my 
groceries what he thinks of events in 
Russia that day. He replies, “I have no 
care for Russia; Russians can go fuck 
themselves.” It’s hard for me to know 
how representative his view is. But cer-
tainly the city is behaving as usual: the 
midsummer festival is that same week-
end, and the internal uncertainties of 
Putin’s Russia do not, so far as I can 
tell, affect the celebrations at all.

T he disturbance in Russia happens 
as the war in Ukraine continues, 
a war begun by Russian aggres-

sion and sustained in large part by 
American dollars and equipment. This 
war seems to have been the principal 
reason why Finland finally sought full 
membership in NATO in 2022 and 
received it in April 2023. For decades 
before that Finns had been ambivalent 
about NATO, and sometimes strongly 
opposed to joining it. That ambivalence 
belongs to a strong Finnish commitment 
to a heavily armed neutrality during the 

Cold War. But that began to change fol-
lowing Russia’s annexation of Crimea 
in 2014, and the invasion of Ukraine 
has completed the change: Finns now 
support full membership in NATO by a 
significant majority.

The U.S. government’s delight at 
Finland’s joining NATO is public-
ly signaled at the NATO summit in 
Vilnius in July, and then sealed by 
President Biden’s visit to Helsinki on 
July 12 and 13, immediately following 
that summit. This is during the fourth 
week of my time in Helsinki. I catch, 
by accident, the tail of the presiden-
tial motorcade into the city late on 
the twelfth, and then seek out a prime 
spot for viewing the motorcade back 
out to the airport the following day. 
The route is lined with police and 
squads of unbearably young Finn-
ish soldiers; a helicopter tracks it 
above; near the central railway sta-
tion, where I’m watching, hundreds 
of locals and tourists raise their cell 
phones in a quasi-liturgical gesture of 
commemoration. We are silent before 
the spectacle of the fifty-two-vehicle 
motorcade (I counted). I think I see 
Biden himself, waving from inside 
the heavily armored limousine they 
call “the beast,” but it’s difficult to be 
sure, and perhaps my imagination is 
working overtime.

I feel a surge of sentiment. This cor-
ner of a foreign land is for a moment 
transfigured by an American real pres-
ence, and I am moved by that. But I also 
feel regret and shame. This visit, with 
its trappings of the imperium, closes 
down large parts of central Helsinki for 
eighteen hours. It is a display of unri-
valed power and importance, which the 
caesars of Rome would have under-
stood and appreciated. It also marks 
the increasingly militarized division of 
Europe into “Russia” and “the rest,” 
which makes effectively impossible any 
third position of the kind that Finland 
and Sweden (still not a full member of 
NATO, but about to be) once occu-
pied. No space is now allowed between 
America and its enemies—you’re with 
us or against us. Hence my regret. But 
still: there is my president on a bright 

early afternoon in high summer in Hel-
sinki, and here, just a few dozen yards 
away, am I, surrounded by Finns for 
whom this event is probably just an 
annoying, if exotic, visitation—a man-
ifestation of the power of this present 
age, which comes, whether they know it 
or not, bearing arms and the high gloss 
of a universalist ideology.

	

H appily, Helsinki is not all geopo-
litical excitement. It is also lum-
beringly omnipresent trams, for 

which I quickly come to feel something 
close to love; a clean, fast, and efficient 
metro; many buses; and separated bicy-
cle lanes almost everywhere, which are 
hospitable not just to bikes, pedaled and 
electric, but to electric scooters and var-
ious one-wheeled conveyances. There is 
a large and inexpensive fleet of city bicy-
cles, which I take advantage of. The city 
is also excellent for walking, and I find it 
easy and interesting to get everywhere I 
want to go without a car. This is impos-
sible in all but a few American towns 
and cities, and none, not even New York, 
comes close to Helsinki’s efficiency in 
this matter. I live in a small city on the 
eastern seaboard of the United States 
where almost everyone drives almost 
everywhere almost all the time, and 
where, therefore, the car entirely domi-
nates the cityscape. In Helsinki, cars are 
put in their place.

Not that Helsinki is an urban par-
adise. At least in the summer, there is 
some rough sleeping, though much 
less than in most U.S. cities these days. 
There’s a noticeable amount of public 
drunkenness, together with the usual 
accompanying behaviors. And there’s a 
lot of graffiti on buildings, mailboxes, and 
so on—though, oddly, almost none on 
trams, buses, or metro cars. Some parts 
of the city are evidently poorer than oth-
ers, and in mixed or transitional neigh-
borhoods like the one where my apart-
ment is there are the normal territorial 
frictions. But for the most part, Helsinki 
seems easy to live and move about in, 
lovely to look at, and generally a delight.

I often go to the city’s central library, 
Oodi, to write. It’s a fine, swooping, 
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high-modernist building, opened in 
2018. Like most modern libraries on 
a large scale, it is dedicated as much to 
non-books as to books. There are coffee 
shops, virtual-reality rooms where I see 
people wearing large headsets and mak-
ing surprising gestures, pointless in my 
world but no doubt full of purpose in 
the one they’re inhabiting, a play area 
for children, a lounging area largely 
inhabited by teenagers, and so on. But 
it also has quiet rooms for reading and 
writing, and I work in one of those most 
days I’m there. 

On my second or third visit I stop 
at the chess area on my way out and 
watch a game in progress. It’s between 
two scowling teenagers who both seem 
heavily invested in victory. Ten min-
utes of watching them convinces me 
that I’d lose to either in short order. 
I turn away, looking to watch anoth-
er game, and see a man sitting alone 
at one of the chess tables. He smiles 
and gestures interrogatively at the 
empty chair across from him—would 
I like to play? I would. He, I gather, is 
from Korea and long resident in Fin-
land. He has no English, and I have 
neither Korean nor Finnish, and so we 
exchange pleasantries in bad French. 
He wins the game, and we shake hands. 
I repeat this several times during the 
following weeks, winning some games, 
losing others, and talking with Finns, 
mostly young, whom I wouldn’t have 
met otherwise. Unlike my first oppo-
nent they all have fluent and idiomatic 
English, and most of them are interest-
ed in the United States, though none 
has been there. They are uniformly 
negative about Russia (I always ask): 
their eyes are turned West, not East. 
Several of them are surprised that an 
old American can play chess, and they 
want to know what I think of Finland, 
about whose political and economic 
and educational problems they are 
happy to tell me. 

O n the twenty-third of July, the six-
teenth Sunday in Ordinary Time, 
I’m at St. Henry’s Cathedral for 

the 9:30 English Mass. I’ve been there 
several times before for Masses in Finn-
ish, which reminded me both how well 
the liturgy can communicate without 
being understood and what a relief it is 
not to have to attend to the substance of 
what is said in the homily. The English 
Mass this morning prompts different 
thoughts. St. Henry’s is a lovely church, 
consecrated in 1904 and dedicated to a 
twelfth-century bishop who is Finland’s 
patron. It seats about two hundred and 
fifty, and today it is packed: extra chairs 
have been set out, and there are fifty or 
so people standing at the back and in 
the aisles by the time I arrive, just as 
the rosary is ending, ten minutes or so 
before Mass begins.

I pray briefly but spend most of 
those minutes listening to snatches of 
conversation around me. I hear Finn-
ish of course, English, Italian, and Ara-
bic; something that may be Farsi; and 
at least one African language I can’t 
identify. All this is as it should be in a 
Catholic church. Hearing this linguistic 
variety makes me think about what a 
liturgy in English means for such a con-
gregation. Probably more people here 
will understand English than any other 
living language, including Finnish. That 
is, I suppose, an argument in favor of 
English. But English is an imperial lan-
guage, once of the British and now of 
the Americans. Can the Church not 
do better in a Babel-cursed world than 
speak the language of empire?

Perhaps she can. There is Latin, the 
language of a long-gone empire, it is 
true, but not of any living one; vernac-
ulars divide and exclude, inevitably; 
English rules, also inevitably (I think 
again of the long presidential motor-
cade). Latin, by contrast, could unite, 
even if in incomprehension, and I’m 
back to the liturgy’s capacity to com-

municate without being understood. 
Still, this liturgy—on a sun-flooded 
summer’s morning in Helsinki, with 
the corvids cawing outside and a 
woman begging on the steps, and the 
Russian embassy, shuttered and dark, 
still strangely adorned with ham-
mer and sickle a few hundred yards 
away—is done decently and in good 
order. Tears prick my eyes as I watch 
this multi-lingual crowd take Christ’s 
body in hand and on tongue. 

The Catholic Church is not much of 
a presence in Finland. Less than 1 per-
cent of the population is Catholic. The 
whole country is a single diocese, and 
there are just two parishes in Helsinki, 
the capital city. The great churches of 
the city are Orthodox and Lutheran, 
as one would expect. I have no way of 
knowing how many of this morning’s 
Mass-goers live here and how many are, 
like me, visitors. But even if it’s only 
half, perhaps the future of the Catholic 
Church in Finland lies with those most 
at home in languages other than Finn-
ish or English. That would be a bless-
ing, probably, both for Finland and for 
the Catholics who live there. Catholics, 
like all Christians, should not feel too 
at home where they are, and linguis-
tic difference is one way to foster the 
essential Catholic sense of longing for 
somewhere that isn’t here.

I leave Helsinki on the thirtieth of 
July, a complete draft of the book in 
my carry-on. As I sit in the airport 
train, I think of what the city might 
be like in winter, of what the cold and 
dark—only four or five hours of light at 
the winter solstice—might show. I find 
myself surprisingly eager to find out. I 
also think again of geopolitics and Fin-
land’s edgy place in the conflicts of our 
time, and I hope that the country finds 
a way to compromise with American-
ization in such a way as to preserve its 
idiosyncrasies, as it once managed to 
preserve them from the Sovietization 
of Eastern Europe. 

PAUL J. GRIFFITHS is a frequent contributor 
to Commonweal. His new book Israel: A 
Christian Grammar will be published by 
Fortress Press in November.

Linguistic difference is one way to foster the essential 
Catholic sense of longing for somewhere that isn’t here.
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I n his famous book The Rhetoric of Reaction, the economist Albert Hirschman discusses three 
common rhetorical “theses” employed by the Right to blunt the appeal of progressive arguments. 
The thesis of perversity says that progressive reforms will exacerbate the very problems they’re 
intended to solve; the thesis of futility says that such reforms will simply have no appreciable effect; 
the thesis of jeopardy warns that progressive overreach will threaten whatever progressives have 

already achieved. Hirschman’s analysis is now widely accepted on the Left, but there are limitations 
to his approach. As its title suggests, The Rhetoric of Reaction conceives of the Right as essentially reac-
tive—merely putting the brakes on progressive ideas. But while the modern Right may have been born 
of animosity to the Left’s vision of the future, it has only survived and thrived by learning to present 
its own vision. In the eighteenth century it was the Jacobins who declared it Year One, but in 1980, it 
was Ronald Reagan who announced, echoing Thomas Paine, “We have it in our power to begin the 
world again.” As Corey Robin writes in The Reactionary Mind:

The conservative not only opposes the left; he also believes that the left has been in the driver’s seat since, depending 
who’s counting, the French Revolution or the Reformation. If he is to preserve what he values, the conservative must 
declare war against the culture as it is…. Even when the conservative claims to be preserving a present that’s threat-
ened or recovering a past that’s been lost, he is impelled by his own activism and agency to confess that he’s making 
a new beginning and creating the future…. [The conservative] develops a particular attitude toward political time, a 
belief in the power of men and women to shape history, to propel it forward or backward; and by virtue of that belief, 
he comes to adopt the future as his preferred tense.

In short, the Right is fully capable of developing its own utopian vision of the future, one where 
American flags are everywhere and immigrants are scarce. The Right’s constructive dimension becomes 
especially prominent when conservatives think the Left has “been in the driver’s seat” for too long 
and that, consequently, just conserving or holding ground is no longer enough. Today, many on the 
American Right feel conservatives should get out of the business of conserving and into the business 
of “regime change.” As the right-wing commentator Glenn Ellmers put it in his essay “‘Conservatism’ 
is No Longer Enough,” “practically speaking, there is almost nothing left to conserve. What is actually 
required now is a recovery, or even a refounding, of America as it was long and originally understood 
but which now exists only in the hearts and minds of a minority of citizens.”

Sacred & Natural
Matt McManus

How the Right rationalizes inequality
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To understand what the Right means when they profess a 
desire “to begin the world again” or “refound” the country, 
we need to understand its affirmative rhetoric as well as the 
negative rhetoric Hirschman described. Two of the Right’s 
most common affirmative theses are what we might call sub-
limation and naturalization.

S ublimation is perhaps the oldest affirmative thesis 
on the Right. Its roots lie in an ancient conception 
of society, one defined by what Charles Taylor, in 
Modern Social Imaginaries, calls “hierarchical com-
plementarity.” According to this conception, social 

hierarchy corresponds to a transcendent pattern that exists 
both within and beyond nature. The medieval image of a 
“Great Chain of Being” is one famous symbol of this con-
ception. The modern Right’s appeals to sublimation go back 
at least as far as Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the French 
Revolution, which declared that “sublime principles ought to 
be infused into persons of exalted situations, and religious 
establishments provided that may continually revive and 
enforce them…whenever man is put over men, as the better 
nature ought ever to preside, in that case more particularly, 
he should as nearly as possible be approximated to his perfec-
tion.” As a summation of the sublimation thesis, this can’t be 
improved upon, but it can perhaps be simplified as follows: 
sublimation entails the association of transcendent qualities 
with particular persons or whole classes in order to justify 
their superior status and wealth and their power over others.

Sublimation is intended to generate what Nietzsche, in 
Beyond Good and Evil, called a “pathos of distance” between 
the sublimated person and the ordinary “herd.” This gap is in 
principle unbridgeable: on one side is the mundane and plebian, 
available and comprehensible to everyone; on the other is the 
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sublime, which is too refined for ordinary people to fully under-
stand or aspire to. The distinction here is analogous to—and 
sometimes confused with—the distinction between the profane 
and the sacred. The point of such rhetoric is to get us to perceive 
either an individual or an elite group as worthy of deference.

From the nineteenth century onward, the widespread 
transition to democratic governance forced the Right to find 
new ways to acquire mass support for conservative policies. 
The rhetoric of sublimation assumed a more demotic tone. 
Sometimes this meant inviting voters to imagine themselves 
as members of the rarefied class whose privileges were under 
threat. In his historically important pamphlet “The Interest in 
Slavery of the Non-Slaveholder,” James D. B. De Bow echoed 
Sen. John Townsend’s claim that “the color of the white man is 
now, in the south, a title of nobility.” De Bow pointed out that 
poor whites in the North are “at the bottom of the social lad-
der, whilst [their] brother here has ascended several steps and 
can look down upon those who are beneath him, at an infinite 
remove.” Note the spatial metaphor at the end, functioning in 
much the same way as Nietzsche’s “pathos of distance.”

Another more demotic version of sublimation rhetoric 
argues that ordinary men and women live more meaningful 
and dignified lives by submitting themselves to the authority 
of more elevated persons; their very submission elevates them 
above the rabble of a democracy. Joseph de Maistre gave classic 
expression to this point when he insisted that monarchy “with-
out contradiction” was “the form of government that gives 
the most distinction to the greatest number of persons.” More 
recently, Alexander Dugin described Eurasian democracy as 
a system where the people fulfill a glorious “destiny” selected 
for them by the “single ones.” Believe it or not, Donald Trump 
also tapped into this current in The Art of the Deal, nicely high-
lighting its essential fraudulence. He, or rather his ghostwriter, 
argued that while many ordinary people may not think “big” 

Republicans Spiro Agnew, Ronald Reagan, Richard Nixon, and John Mitchell in the Oval Office in 1971
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themselves, they are naturally drawn to those who do. A person 
who does think “big” can find it very easy to persuade others, 
because he allows them to participate in the “fantasy” he proj-
ects—though as followers rather than as equals.

Finally, sublimation is intended to mystify. In A Philo-
sophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 
Beautiful, Burke explained that sublime objects are those the 
ordinary mind tries and fails to comprehend fully; they there-
fore instill in the perceiver a sense of “awe, reverence, and 
respect.” When attached to persons and institutions, sublime 
qualities are intended to induce a sense of overpowering rev-
erence and to diminish whatever confidence ordinary people 
have in their own capacity to critically assess those in power.

Burke knew this idea might appear paradoxical to the 
modern mind, which requires that all authority be rationally 
justified and that the justifications be intelligible to every-
one. But for Burke, the very effort to justify power publicly is 
what destroys it, since reason alone will never be enough to 
get the “swinish multitude” to offer their enduring allegiance 
and to accept subordination. A politics built on rationality 
rather than mystification risks turning compliant subjects 
into demanding citizens. By stripping away “all the pleasing 
illusions which made power gentle, and obedience liberal,” 
the “new conquering empire of light and reason” tore down 
“all the super-added ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of 
a moral imagination, which the heart owns and the under-
standing ratifies as necessary to cover the defects of our naked, 
shivering nature, and to raise it to dignity in our own esti-
mation…. On this scheme of things, a king is but a man, a 
queen is but a woman.” Burke suggests that the wise states-
man recognizes the need to foster illusions that can disguise 
raw power as natural authority.

For centuries, sublimation was the Right’s favorite and 
most frequently deployed rhetorical thesis, but today it has 
lost much of its appeal. In truth, it was always vulnerable, 
always the proverbial emperor with no clothes—just another 
set of fantastic illusions projected onto the all-too-human. 
This vulnerability is one reason the twenty-first-century Right 
gets exceptionally shrill when people fail to show the requisite 
deference to their sublimated better—whether it be a newly 
crowned seventy-four-year-old king or a tech tycoon.

It is now very easy for progressive critics to deflate the sub-
limating aspirations of the Right by drawing attention to the 
very un-sublime realities hidden behind the exercise of power. 
Behind every proud flag and enchanting palace there is a long 
history of slavery, colonialism, imperialism, and squalid sex 
scandals. Historical awareness is the enemy of sublimation. 
Burke lamented that it was always a tragedy when people 
inquired too closely into the foundations of commonwealths. 
For the same reason, Ron DeSantis doesn’t want people think-
ing too much about Black history: it might complicate, or even 
undermine, their faith in the current distribution of power and 
wealth. In short, the sublimation thesis may be the most natural 
fit for the Right, but it is also an easy target for the Left. Hence 
the Right’s turn to an alternative thesis: naturalization.

A s Burke, de Maistre, and many other critics of 
Enlightenment reason understood, the sublime view 
that a stratified society corresponds to some deeper 
transcendent hierarchy is difficult to maintain in the 
face of modern materialism’s leveling ontology. This 

has led many on the political Right to embrace the naturalization 
thesis as a more plausible defense of privilege and hierarchy, one 
that actually draws on the prestige of Enlightenment reason 
rather than reacting against it. Where sublimation appeals to 
mysterious metaphysical realities to justify inequality, natural-
ization appeals to empirical facts, or at least pretends to. Some 
people and groups of people are just demonstrably superior to 
others, so why should our political institutions pretend other-
wise? Inequalities of status, wealth, and power reflect natural 
inequalities that no viable political order can hope to suppress.

The naturalization thesis is intended to generate a feeling 
of resignation: This is just how things are, so we’d all better get 
used to it. In this respect, naturalization is quite different from 
sublimation, which is meant to induce not resignation but 
reverence and awe. Where sublimation presents itself in the 
pompous garb of timeless tradition, exponents of the natu-
ralization thesis prefer to pose as icy realists. Not for them 
the sentimental self-deceptions of utopian egalitarians; they 
choose instead to look squarely at the reality of the human 
condition and to set their expectations accordingly. They 
present their case as something all reasonable people can 
understand—indeed, as something no reasonable person 
could disagree with. Sometimes they even express sympathy, 
real or feigned, with the moral ambitions of the Left, before 
insisting that such ambitions will forever be frustrated by 
the world as it is, not as we would like it to be. Thus, they 
turn the Enlightenment’s commitment to reason against its 
commitment to progress. Progressives, they insist, are no less 
guilty of mystification than reactionaries are.

Many apologists for capitalist inequality lean heavily on the 
naturalization thesis. In a monograph titled Liberalism, Ludwig 
von Mises lamented the “sober” fact that “all human power 
would be insufficient to make men really equal. Men are and 
will always remain unequal.” Elsewhere, he repeats the point 
that “men are altogether unequal. Even between brothers there 
exist the most marked differences in physical and mental attri-
butes. Nature never repeats itself in its creations; it produces 
nothing by the dozen, nor are its products standardized.” But 
von Mises insists that while natural inequalities can never be 
eradicated, individuals can at least be made equal under the 
law. This is one of the features that distinguishes capitalism 
from earlier, more sublimated forms of hierarchy: in a capi-
talist system “the more gifted and more able have no means 
to profit from their superiority other than to serve to the best 
of their abilities the wishes of the majority of the less gifted.” 
Competition in the market will allow unequal human capacities 
and talents to express themselves and be rewarded according 
to merit, while also generating value for the rest of society. 
Von Mises insists that the social and material inequalities that 
emerge in this situation will be justified because they were not 
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artificially imposed, but instead reflect natural differences of 
talent. And this is just the situation we would expect if med-
dlesome politicians had the courage to tell the “masses” the 
truth about their natural inferiority: “You are inferior and all 
the improvement in your conditions which you simply take for 
granted you owe to the effort of men who are better than you.”

The naturalization thesis presents the Right’s abstract 
ideal of social inequality as the default reality and construes 
deviations from it as either unnatural or impossible. James 
Fitzjames Stephen gave classic expression to this view in Lib-
erty, Equality, Fraternity. Responding to John Stuart Mill’s 
arguments for gender equality, Stephen defends patriarchy 
by claiming that “we cannot imagine the removal” of “dif-
ferences of age and sex” unless “human nature is radically 
changed.” Here we see how the naturalization thesis can be 
easily combined with Hirschman’s more defensive reactionary 
theses: the conservative ideologue will present an unequal 
social order as natural and functional, and then suggest that 
progressive ambitions to deviate from it constitute a form of 
“social engineering” that will produce perverse results, prove 
futile, or jeopardize past achievements. This combination of 
naturalizing capitalist inequality and deflecting arguments 
against reform by appeals to perversity, futility, or jeopardy 
has been common on the American Right at least since Barry 
Goldwater. In The Conscience of a Conservative (1960), Gold-
water’s ghostwriter naturalized dramatic inequalities of wealth 
while lamenting “artificial” efforts to correct them:

The graduated tax is a confiscatory tax. Its effect, and to a large extent 
its aim is to bring down all men to a common level. Many of the leading 
proponents of the graduated tax frankly admit that their purpose is to 
redistribute the nation’s wealth. Their aim is an egalitarian society—an 
objective that does violence both to the charter of the Republic and the 
laws of Nature. We are all equal in the eyes of God but we are equal in no 
other respect. Artificial devices for enforcing equality among unequal men 
must be rejected if we would restore that charter and honor those laws.

T he naturalization thesis has generally been a harder 
one for liberals and progressives to respond to. This is 
partly because it presents itself as merely describing 
empirical facts. That means one has to respond to it 
either by appealing to a different interpretation of 

those facts or by presenting an entirely different set of facts. 
What makes things more difficult is that conservatives are often 
right, at least superficially: there are indeed clear differences 
in innate human aptitudes and capabilities. Another difficulty 
for liberals and progressives is that the naturalization thesis can 
appeal to a certain kind of left-wing, post-structuralist pessi-
mism about how much structural reform is really possible. 
Centrist liberals have their own version of this tendency. In his 
new book Liberalism Against Itself, Samuel Moyn points out how 
many Cold War liberals internalized conservative arguments 
about the impossibility of radically improving society because 
of the natural imperfections of human nature and knowledge. 
This transformed American liberalism from a revolutionary 

creed into a defensive one, as many liberals gradually turned 
against the ambitions of the New Deal and the Great Society.

But the naturalization thesis is not unanswerable. Where 
conservatives go wrong is in obscuring how much freedom 
we have in deciding how social institutions should respond 
to natural differences of talent and capability. For instance, 
a society may decide there is nothing that can be done for 
infants born with advanced genetic disabilities. One could 
even surround this cruel choice with naturalizing rhetoric 
about the unfairness of the genetic lottery. Or, instead, we 
could choose to allocate public resources in order to secure a 
decent and fulfilling life for children with disabilities. As John 
Rawls eloquently put it in A Theory of Justice:

We may reject the contention that the ordering of institutions is 
always defective because the distribution of natural talents and the 
contingencies of social circumstance are unjust, and this injustice 
must inevitably carryover to human arrangements. Occasionally 
this reflection is offered as an excuse for ignoring injustice, as if 
the refusal to acquiesce in injustice is on a par with being unable 
to accept death. The natural distribution is neither just nor unjust; 
nor is it unjust that persons are born into society at some particular 
position. These are simply natural facts. What is just and unjust is 
the way that institutions deal with these facts.

Of course, the sublimation thesis and the naturalization 
thesis are not mutually exclusive. One often sees the less scru-
pulous propagandists of the Right trying to combine the two, 
so that they can appear both more in touch with transcen-
dent wisdom and more worldly-wise than progressives, who 
are caricatured as both nihilistic and naïve. But regardless of 
the exact proportions of the two kinds of rhetoric, the result 
is intended to be the same: those individuals or classes whom 
the Right regards as manifestly superior are entitled to more 
status, more power, more wealth, and more donations for their 
legal-defense funds. While often presented as the fruit of deep 
reflection, these claims are often just opportunistic obscuran-
tism. As long as it produces the right conclusion, any reason 
will do. Of course, that doesn’t mean their reasons are totally 
without merit: natural inequalities are real, and however we 
respond to them, we’ll never succeed in making a morally per-
fect world. Still, there can be a better world than the one con-
servatives offer. Progressives are not necessarily perfectionists; 
they recognize the tragic dimensions of the human condition. 
But they also refuse to allow either hallowed tradition or capri-
cious nature to set the limits of justice. 

MATT MCMANUS is a lecturer in political science at the University of 
Michigan and the author of The Rise of Post-Modern Conservatism 
and The Political Right and Equality.

Where conservatives go wrong is in obscuring 
how much freedom we have in deciding how social 
institutions should respond to natural differences.
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T
he Writers Guild of America—the labor union of Hollywood’s screenwrit-
ers—recently voted to strike in part because television and film studios 
wouldn’t negotiate limits on the use of AI to write scripts. Reducing a room 
full of writers to one “writer,” whose job would no longer be to actually write 
but to prompt and edit the output of an AI program like ChatGPT, would 

of course save studios a lot of money. But that money would be saved at the expense 
of both the humans replaced by AI and the humans whose entertainment would be 
created by it. If audiences are already complaining that shows and movies are too 
formulaic and repetitive, how much angrier would they be if Hollywood produced 
only “content” constructed out of the rearranged pieces of already existing shows 
and movies? The writers’ strike can therefore be seen as not only a move to protect 
jobs in Hollywood, but, in a sense, to protect Hollywood itself.

More than 
Machines
Nolen Gertz

Jacques Ellul on AI’s real threat to humanity
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Jacques Ellul in his house in Pessac, France, December 1990
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At the same time, teachers at schools and universities are 
scrambling to adapt to the threat of ChatGPT and other 
increasingly ubiquitous and difficult-to-detect “generative 
AI” programs. It’s unclear how to evaluate homework when 
teachers can no longer know for certain whether students 
are the real authors of their work. On the traditionalist side 
of the debate, there are calls to fight AI by turning to oral 
exams and in-class, on-paper writing assignments. On the 
more progressive side, there are calls to embrace it by explic-
itly asking students to use ChatGPT as part of the writing 
process. Students would learn how best to prompt ChatGPT 
to write essays that they would then assess and edit. If the AI 
we use to detect plagiarism cannot keep up with the AI that 
plagiarizes, then embracing AI seems to many administra-
tors and instructors a better solution than waging a hopeless 
war against it. Then again, if Hollywood writers would rather 
strike than work with AI, then asking students to work with it 
might be regarded as preparing them for jobs no one really 
wants in a world no one really wants.

Do we really have no choice beyond this binary: to either 
fight AI or embrace it? If fighting AI seems self-defeating 
and embracing it self-destructive, then why are we letting 
tech companies continue to develop ever more powerful AI 
programs? And if even the CEOs of these tech companies 
are worried about the potential threat to humanity, then 
why should we continue to pursue AI at all? Of course, it 
could be argued that the fears concerning AI are either the 
result of misunderstanding or mere hype designed to make 
AI seem more powerful than it really is. Is AI really a threat 
to humanity? Or is it just a complex—and scary-seeming—
tool that, like any other tool, is designed to make life a little 
bit easier?

A compelling answer to these questions comes 
from the work of an intellectual who died long 
before ChatGPT, or even AI, came into existence. 
Jacques Ellul (1912–1994) was a French philos-
opher, sociologist, theologian, and professor who 

authored more than fifty books covering topics such as poli-
tics, propaganda, violence, and Christianity. In a recent book 
about the life and work of Ellul, Jacob E. Van Vleet and Jacob 
Marques Rollison argue that Ellul’s writings can be sepa-
rated into two strands: sociological and theological. Alter-
natively, these two strands can be labeled as pessimistic and 
optimistic, for while his sociological texts have led academics 
to dismiss Ellul as a dystopian fatalist, his largely overlooked 
theological texts instead center on hope and the need for 
political engagement. Most importantly for our purposes, 
Ellul’s work in the 1950s focused on the growing concern 
about the relationship between technology and society.

To be more precise, he wrote about the relationship 
between “technique” and society. Owing to the complica-
tions of trying to translate French into English, “technique,” 
a central concept in Ellul’s work, has been rendered some-
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times accurately, and sometimes mis-
leadingly, as “technology.” In fact, the 
difficulty of differentiating the concept 
of “technique” from “technology” could 
itself be seen as the result of precisely 
the kind of problem Ellul was trying to 
illuminate in his work.

According to Ellul, we are living in 
a technological world not only because 
tech is everywhere but because we are 
living in a world of technique. By “tech-
nique,” Ellul referred broadly to the way 
we accomplish tasks. In the opening of 
his 1954 work The Technological Society, 
Ellul defined “technique” as “the total-
ity of methods rationally arrived at and 
having absolute efficiency (for a given 
stage of development) in every field of 
human activity.” Painters use differ-
ent techniques for painting, chefs have 
techniques for cooking, comedians 
have techniques for telling jokes, and 
so on. But an increasing focus on how 
things are done rather than why they 
are done, Ellul argued, means that the 
idea of having different techniques for 
different goals is giving way. Instead, 
optimizers simply try to figure out 
how every task can be accomplished 
in the most efficient way possible. As 
Ellul put it, “The technological phe-
nomenon is the preoccupation of the 
great majority the men of our day to 
seek out in all things the absolutely 
most efficient method.”

This concerned Ellul because efficien-
cy is pursued not in accordance with our 
values, but rather because efficiency has 
itself become the value by which every-
thing is judged. In other words, we judge 
whether something is good based on how 
efficient it is, because good and bad have 
come to mean nothing other than effi-
cient and inefficient. “Good” workers—for 
example, Hollywood screenwriters—are 
now more likely to be judged by how effi-
ciently they produce profit-making work 
than by the quality—the aesthetic merit 
in this case—of that work.

Machines, according to Ellul, are 
the ideal embodiment of technique 
because they are designed for efficien-
cy: they do nothing but perform the 
desired activity in the shortest possi-
ble time with the least possible effort. 

ARTICLE
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According to the ideal of technique, the activity itself—its 
human meaning and rationale, the tradition behind it—
does not matter. What matters is that a machine can seem-
ingly perform any activity in the most efficient way possible. 
In a society driven by technique, which has thrown over 
all other values, the most important activity a machine 
can perform becomes the production of more and better 
machines. Factories are thus often made up of machines 
that make little else but parts to make more machines. 
We come to want machines to do every activity, and we 
come to see every activity as something a machine could 
do better—that is, more efficiently—than any human being.

In theory, the more chores machines can complete for 
humanity, the more we humans should be free from toil and 
able to use our time for more meaningful activities. In prac-
tice, however, as Ellul pointed out, humans are not liberated 
by machines; instead of machines working for us, we often 
find that we are forced to work for machines. As Ellul writes 
in 1977’s The Technological System:

In reality, for most workers, technological growth brings harder and 
more exhausting work (speeds, for instance, demanded not by the 
capitalist but by technology and the service owed to the machine). 
We are intoxicated with the idea of leisure and universal automation. 
But for a long time, we will be stuck with work, we will be wasted 
and alienated. Alienation, though, is no longer capitalistic, it is now 
technological.

We have been subordinated to machines not because, as in 
science-fiction dystopias, they have risen up and taken over 
the world, but for a much more mundane reason: machines 
only work as long as humans keep them working. Machines 
never function as smoothly as promised, since they are made 
up of complicated moving parts, which frequently require 
human intervention to prevent them from malfunctioning, 
wearing out, and breaking down.

The more tasks that are taken over by machines, the more 
vital it becomes that we are able to keep machines function-
ing well. To live surrounded by machines, one has to learn 
how to take care of them, and so education has increasingly 
become focused on how to build machines, how to main-
tain machines, and how to repair machines. It would come 
as no surprise to Ellul that education focused on science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (the so-called 
“STEM” fields) has come to replace traditional education 
focused on the humanities. Learning about anything other 
than STEM has come to be seen as antiquated, belonging 
to a world we no longer inhabit, preparing students for jobs 
that no longer exist.

Once we reduce all education to STEM, according to 
Ellul, we lose the ability to make any value judgments about 
machines other than those having to do with their efficien-
cy. Worse yet, we tend not to see this as a danger because 
we do not think machines should be judged except based 
on their efficiency. Since we see machines as mere means 
to human ends, we think human ends are what should be 

judged, not the means we use to achieve those ends. Thus 
we find calls to develop, for example, “Drones for Good” 
as if the intentions of the drone operators alone determine 
whether drone technology is “good.” Such sentiment fails 
to recognize the way merely operating a drone, like hold-
ing a gun, is likely to alter how we see the world and thus 
reshape our intentions.

Tools, it is repeatedly said, are not good or evil; only 
humans and human actions are. What matters is how people 
use tools, not the tools themselves. But if we value efficiency 
over any other goals and if we use machines to create more 
and better machines, then machines are not mere means; 
they are ends in themselves. This is why Ellul argued that 
machines have become autonomous while humans have 
lost our autonomy. The progress of technology is seen as 
inevitable and unquestionable because it is equated with 
human progress. As Ellul put it, “Each [new] technological 
element is first adapted to the technological system, and 
it is in respect to this system that the element has its true 
functionality, far more so than in respect to a human need 
or social order.”

Machines have become so integral to human life that 
we cannot even make decisions for ourselves without the 
intervention of machines. Scientific knowledge depends on 
experiments and so scientific knowledge can only develop in 
accordance with the development of experimental equip-
ment. Mathematical knowledge depends on calculations 
and so mathematical knowledge can only develop in accor-
dance with the development of calculating devices. Military 
power depends on weapons and intelligence and so military 
power depends upon the development of military technol-
ogy. Consequently, decision-making based on the knowl-
edge produced in these areas depends on machines. Ellul 
argued that politicians cannot intervene in technological 
development without putting the security of the state at 
risk, and so political power no longer rests with politicians, 
but with technicians.

All the theorists, politicians, partisans, and philosophers agree on a 
simple view: The state decides, technology obeys. And even more, 
that is how it must be, it is the true recourse against technology. In 
contrast, however, we have to ask who in the state intervenes, and 
how the state intervenes, i.e., how a decision is reached and by whom 
in reality, not in the idealist version. We then learn that technicians 
are at the origin of political decisions.

Only those who best understand technology have real 
political power in a technological society. Does this techno-
logical domination of politics imply “the emergence of a tech-
nocracy”? Perhaps surprisingly, Ellul answers no:

Absolutely not in the sense of a political power directly exercised by 
technicians, and not in the sense of technicians’ desire to exercise 
power. The latter aspect is practically without interest. There are very 
few technicians who wish to have political power.

Technicians are far more interested in money than power. 

MORE THAN MACHINES
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But politicians are left incapable of judging technological 
progress without seeking the advice of people with techno-
logical understanding, and so politicians cannot regulate tech 
companies without the help of the very tech companies they 
are trying to regulate. We’ve seen this dynamic play out time 
and again in Washington: Congress holds hearings about 
excesses and abuses in the tech industry, but members of 
Congress demonstrate a poor grasp of the issues involved 
and the prospects for regulation come to depend entirely on 
industry insiders and lobbyists.

Consequently, according to Ellul, technological progress 
has resulted in the death of democracy. But this does not 
mean that technocracy, in the sense of rule by experts, has 
risen up to take its place. Instead, Ellul argued that not even 
the experts are in control. There is a power vacuum in tech-
nological societies, with neither a democracy nor a technoc-
racy in place. We try to fill this power vacuum with more and 
more bureaucracy, and so it might seem like we are living in a 
technocracy. But, in reality, our political decisions are merely 
carried out by humans trying their best to act like machines 
while making decisions based on information gathered by 
machines. As Ellul put it,

[P]eople see a technician sitting in the government minister’s 
chair. But under the influence of technology, it is the entire state 
that is modified. One can say that there will soon be no more 
(and indeed less and less) political power (with all its contents: 
ideology, authority, the power of man over man, etc.). We are 
watching the birth of a new technological state, which is anything 
but a technocracy; this new state has chiefly technological func-
tions, a technological organization, and a rationalized system of 
decision-making.

E llul presents us with the prospect of a world where 
ends don’t justify means, but means justify ends—
where we don’t rely on values to debate and deter-
mine societal goals, but let the development of new 
tools determine what tasks are worth achieving. 

With this understanding of our technological world, we can 
begin to answer the questions I posed at the outset. From 
Ellul’s viewpoint, it is no surprise that we are today pur-
suing AI as a potential solution to social problems, while 
at the same time worrying about a host of new, perhaps 
even worse problems that it may cause. It is a perfectly 
predictable outcome of our single-minded focus on tech-
nique and efficiency.

Take our confusion about what precisely AI is—wheth-
er it is able to actually understand what it creates or if it 
merely appears to understand. From an Ellulian perspec-
tive, this can be construed as the result of our inability to 
determine any longer whether we ourselves understand 
what we create or merely appear to understand. By reduc-
ing our projects to a series of tasks that can be achieved by 
either humans or machines, we cannot help but compare 
ourselves to machines. Valuing efficiency above all else, we 

come to see humanity as an inferior 
kind of machine. At the same time, we 
have begun defining humanity solely 
in terms of what humans can do and 
machines cannot—thinking, feeling, 
and creating. But since we see even 
these achievements as mere tasks, the 
line between humans and machines 
has become increasingly blurry: tasks 
that only humans can do have come 
to be seen as tasks that only humans 
can do for now.

From Ellul’s perspective, the ques-
tion of whether machines can think, 
feel, or create is not what we should 
worry about. The reduction of human 
actions to mere tasks means that 
whether or not machines are becoming 
more like humans, humans are becom-
ing more like machines. To see thinking, 
feeling, and creating as tasks is to see 
such activities as means to ends rather 
than as ends in themselves. If we adopt 
this instrumentalist perspective, we 
have already conceded that machines 
are our equals. Thinking, on this view, 
can only be thinking about how to 
achieve some task, and so, of course, 
machines can think because they can 
process and execute commands. Like-
wise, machines can feel and create 
because these human activities have 
similarly been reduced to instrumental 
processes defined by their efficiencies 
and outputs, which machines can rep-
licate and even, increasingly, exceed.

For Ellul, then, the challenge posed 
to humanity’s value by technique and 
its “absolute,” efficiency-obsessed form 
of rationality has become all-important. 
He writes:

The computer faces us squarely with the 
contradiction already announced throughout 
the technological movement and brought 
to its complete rigor—between the rational 
(problems posed because of the computer 
and the answers given) and the irrational 
(human attitudes and tendencies). The com-
puter glaringly exposes anything irrational 
in a human decision, showing that a choice 
considered reasonable is actually emotional. 
It does not allow that this is translation into 
an absolute rationality; but plainly, this con-
flict introduces man into a cultural universe 
that is different from anything he has ever 

The reduction 
of human 
actions to 
mere tasks 
means that 
whether or 
not machines 
are becoming 
more like 
humans, 
humans are 
becoming 
more like 
machines.
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known before. Man’s central, his—I might say—metaphysical problem 
is no longer the existence of God and his own existence in terms of that 
sacred mystery. The problem is now the conflict between that absolute 
rationality and what has hitherto constituted his person. That is the 
pivot of all present-day reflection, and, for a long time, it will remain 
the only philosophical issue.

In a world governed by absolute rationality of this kind, it 
should come as no surprise that students see generative AI 
programs like ChatGPT as tools they should take advantage 
of. It is less efficient to write a paper oneself than to have a 
computer do the writing for you, just as writing by hand is 
less efficient than typing. Furthermore, since writing papers 
is a means to getting a degree, getting a degree a means to 
getting a job, and getting a job a means to making money, 
then students will likely see using ChatGPT in school as 
the most efficient way to prepare for their future jobs, just 
as their future employer will see it as a more efficient way 
to make money. That ChatGPT may be generating what 
seem like academic papers but are instead merely words and 
sentences strung together based on statistical probabilities 
is not important, since the student does not see academic 
papers as important in themselves. Valuing efficiency above 
all else means that what matters is entirely extrinsic—that 
a given task was completed—and not intrinsic—whether 
the task was completed well. If it was done quickly and 
easily then, from the perspective of technique, the task was 
completed well.

F rom Ellul’s point of view, we should be less con-
cerned about the threat of AI than about the far 
more fundamental threat of technique. So long 
as we view human activity as a mere series of 
tasks and we value, above all else, the completion 

of these tasks in the most efficient way possible, we will 
continue to see AI as both inevitable and desirable. We 
will become increasingly dependent upon AI while also 
increasingly unable to understand it. But these drawbacks, 
if they are considered at all, will be construed as costs far 
outweighed by the benefits of AI. The question, then, of 
whether we can make AI align with human values ignores 
the fact that human values, as they are constituted today, 

have given rise to AI in the first place. The question we 
should be asking is whether we can make “human values” 
align with our humanity.

Ellul is often misread as a dystopian thinker who claimed 
that we are powerless to stop technology because of “tech-
nological determinism,” which has made human freedom 
a thing of the past. For this reason, he has been criticized 
by philosophers of technology like Andrew Feenberg for 
having supposedly neglected the fact that technological 
progress is driven by human decisions. But Ellul’s pes-
simism derives instead precisely from his awareness that 
human decisions are driving technological progress. Ellul 
didn’t suggest it is not possible to make different decisions, 
but rather challenged us to ask ourselves what it would 
take for us to do so. If valuing efficiency has created a 
world where technological progress seems inevitable while 
human progress seems to be in jeopardy, will we recognize 
the inhuman world we have created and choose to embrace 
different, more human values?

Ellul thought there were three ways we could become free 
from the world that technique has created. First, there could 
be a nuclear war that would either end the world altogether, 
or at least end the world’s dependence on technology. Sec-
ond, there could be divine intervention from God. Third, we 
could wake up and see the reality we have created for what 
it is. We could come to see that we are not being liberated 
by new technologies, nor made happier, and start to create 
a new, better reality concerned more with embracing what it 
means to be human rather than with the perceived benefits 
of reducing humans to mere means.

It was the possibility of the third option that motivated 
Ellul to write rather than resign himself to despair. And it 
is the possibility of the third option that should motivate us 
today to read Ellul rather than give up and ask ChatGPT to 
summarize Ellul for us. 

NOLEN GERTZ is an assistant professor of applied philosophy at the 
University of Twente in the Netherlands. He is the author of Nihilism 
(MIT Press, 2019), Nihilism and Technology (Rowman Littlefield 
International, 2018), and The Philosophy of War and Exile 
(Palgrave, 2015). His work has been translated into multiple languages 
and appeared in numerous academic journals as well as in international 
publications such as the Washington Post, the Atlantic, and Aeon.

The question of whether we can make AI align with human values ignores the 
fact that our current “human values” are what gave rise to AI in the first place. 
The question we should be asking is whether we can make “human values” align 
with our humanity.
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DISAPPOINTING OUR FATHERS

Gary Stein

When I announced my leaving to study poetry
you said, fine, but remember you can’t eat words.
Maybe you expected me to live on your diet
of numbers, to live in a world as true as a wall
or floor. Measure twice, cut once, you said.

Maybe that’s how you love a son. Give him
a solid geometry to hold in his hand,
a way to build what people will buy. In the end
you set me loose to the images in my head
that turned into piles of paper in a drawer.

Isn’t the earth numberless and older than science?
God with no T-square, no level, just eyeballed
creation, starting with nothing but a Word.
Do you think He ached when His son fled carpentry,
just to die for the abstract sins of strangers?

GARY STEIN’s Touring the Shadow Factory won the 
Brick Road Poetry Press annual competition in 2017. His 
chapbook, Between Worlds (Finishing Line, 2014), was a 
contest finalist. His poems have appeared or are forthcoming 
in journals such as Poetry, Prairie Schooner, Poet Lore, 
Folio, Penn Review, the Atlanta Review, and the Asheville 
Poetry Review. He holds an MFA from the Iowa Writers’ 
Workshop, co-edited Cabin Fever (The Word Works, 2004), 
and has taught creative writing in high schools and colleges.

POETRY
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“W
hile strolling in the garden one 
day…a priest said to him, ‘Father 
Joseph, oh, how beautiful God 
has made heaven!’ Then Joseph, 
as if he had been called to heav-
en, gave a loud shriek, leapt off 
the ground, flew through the air, 

and knelt down atop an olive tree, and—as witnesses declared 
in his beatification inquest—that branch on which he rested 
waved as if a bird were perched upon it, and he remained 
up there about half an hour” (Paolo Agelli, Vita del Beato 
Giuseppe di Copertino, 1753). 

What kind of nonsense is this? Who is this liar quoted 
above? Human beings can’t fly or kneel on slender tree limbs 
like little birds. So, how is it that in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries—the very era that gave birth to aggressive 
skepticism and empirical science—countless people swore 
that they had witnessed such events? And how is it that some 
of these sworn testimonies are legal records, archived along-
side lawsuits and murder trials, from all sorts of people, not 
just illiterate peasants but also elites at the apex of the social, 
intellectual, and political hierarchy?

Reports of flying or hovering humans reached a peak at the 
dawn of modernity, along with reports of other phenomena 
also deemed impossible by many in our own day and by some 
doubters back then. Unlike spontaneous healing miracles, 
which really do occur with some frequency, levitations and 
bilocations are extremely rare events that are seldom taken 
seriously outside certain belief systems. They are but two of 
several physical phenomena that have been linked to mystical 
ecstasy in various cultures and religions around the world for 
thousands of years. They are also among the oddest of won-
ders, not just because they seem to happen infrequently but 
also because they appear to serve no practical purpose other 
than confirming the special status of the person who levitates 
or bilocates. In a religious context—and most accounts of 
levitations and bilocations have religious origins—the unseen 
force is usually ascribed to some higher being, but it can also 

Wild Facts
Carlos Eire

How should historians deal with levitating saints?

be ascribed to the levitators and bilocators themselves, who 
are so obviously unlike most of their fellow human beings, 
for whom the tug of gravity within a single location is ines-
capable. In Christianity, that higher being could be God or 
the devil, and levitators could be viewed as either holy or 
diabolical, or, in some cases, as clever frauds. As awesome 
displays of raw unnatural power, the phenomena of levitation 
and bilocation have few equals.

But how is it possible to speak about something that can’t 
possibly happen? Acts of levitation or bilocation are “wild 
facts,” to use a term coined by William James over a century 
ago. As he defined it, a wild fact is any occurrence that has 
“no stall or pigeonhole” into which “the ordinary and criti-
cal mind” can fit it. The alterity of any such phenomenon is 
so extreme, said James, that it becomes “unclassifiable” as 
well as an unimaginable “paradoxical absurdity” that must 
be considered inherently untrue as well as impossible. Such 
wild facts puzzle scientists so much, he observed, that they 
“always prove more easy to ignore than to attend to.” James 
was intensely interested in psychic and mystical phenomena 
and greatly pained by the dismissive attitude his fellow sci-
entists displayed toward these phenomena. Most of them, 
he quipped, thought that passing “from mystical to scientific 
speculations is like passing from lunacy to sanity.”

The situation James described long ago has not changed 
much, and in some respects has worsened for anyone who 
wants to take wild facts such as levitation and bilocation seri-
ously. This leaves the historian or anyone with a critical mind 
in a tight spot. If wild facts are “paradoxical absurdities,” are 
there any facts whatsoever left to study? The answer is yes. The 
fact we can explore is not the act of levitation itself, the wild 
fact that is inaccessible to us. The fact we can deal with is the 
testimony. This issue is as brutally simple as it is brutally cir-
cumscribed: since we have no films or photographs to analyze 
for authenticity with the latest cutting-edge technology, all we 
have is the fact that thousands of testimonies exist in which 
human beings swore they saw another human being hover or 
fly, or suddenly materialize in some other location. Conse-
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L evitation is one of the best of 
all entry points into the histo-
ry of the impossible, principally 
because it is an event for which 
we have an overabundance of 

testimonies, not just in Western Chris-
tianity but throughout all of world 
history. Yet levitation is still a subject 
that attracts disparagement and repels 
serious inquiry: the very claim that any 
human being can defy the laws of grav-
ity seems way too absurd nowadays, 
more than two centuries after Newton, 
despite the existence of high-speed 
trains that employ magnetic levitation 
to hover and fly forward while suspend-
ed just a few centimeters above their 
tracks. Human levitation seems incom-
patible with seriousness. Even a crank 
such as Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo, 
a Spanish historian who eagerly defend-
ed absurd notions—including the claim 
that Catholic orthodoxy was genetically 
transmitted among pure-blooded Span-
iards—had no patience with levitation 
and other physical phenomena associat-
ed with mystical ecstasy. What this most 
unreasonable man had to say long ago 
about levitation and other related phe-
nomena, such as stigmata, is still very 
much in line with prevailing thought: 
“Leave all these cases lying in oblivion. 
Let them be brought to light, in due 
course, by those who are researching 
folk customs, or those who wish to sat-
isfy a childish sort of curiosity.”

Bilocation is another entry point 
into the history of the impossible and 
another subject that Menéndez y Pelayo 
would have wanted to sink into oblivi-
on. Like levitation, it is a phenomenon 
found in many religions and cultures 
from ancient times to the present. 
But, like levitation, it seems incom-
patible with seriousness, and therefore 
it receives an equal amount of disre-
spect and contemptuous dismissals. 
Testimonies of bilocations are fewer 
in number than those of levitations in 
Christian history, and the phenomenon 
is impossible in a double way: not just 
as something that “cannot” happen but 
also as something that no one can ever 
witness in both locations simultane-
ously. Verifying its occurrence requires 
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quently, a history of the impossible is a history of testimonies 
about impossible events. Our dominant culture dismisses these 
testimonies as unbelievable and merely “anecdotal”—that is, 
as accounts that have no point of reference beyond themselves, 
no wider context, and little or no credibility. So why not call it 
a history of lying, a history of hallucinations, or a history of the 
ridiculous? Because the testimonies themselves self-consciously 
accept the impossible event as impossible, as well as bafflingly 
and utterly real—even terrifying—and of great significance. 
Moreover, the sheer number of such testimonies is so relatively 
large, so widespread across time and geographical boundaries, 
and so closely linked to civil and ecclesiastical institutions that 
they most certainly do have a broader context into which they 
fit. And that is a very rare and credible kind of evidence, as 
unique as the events confirmed by it.

Within the 
Catholic 
tradition, 
levitation and 
bilocation 
have an 
immensely 
rich history.

A 1693 engraving of St. Ignatius of Loyola levitating, Episcopal Library, Barcelona, Spain
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matching up eyewitness accounts from different locations ex 
post facto, something that makes all testimonies less immedi-
ate and therefore more open to the likelihood of fraud. But 
there is no denying the fact that such corroborations have 
been recorded and accepted as factual, as in the case of the 
bilocation of St. Ignatius Loyola to the bedside of the ailing 
Alexander Petronius.

If the past itself includes bizarre events and beliefs, are 
these to be dismissed simply because they seem illogical or 
because our current frame of reference differs so much from 
that of previous centuries? The easiest path is to say, yes, of 
course. But a wiser path to take might be to say, no, of course 
not. As Lucien Febvre, a very savvy historian, once said: “To 
comprehend is not to clarify, simplify, or to reduce things to 
a perfectly clear logical scheme. To comprehend is to compli-
cate, to augment in depth. It is to widen on all sides. It is to 
vivify.” And this vivifying requires not only embracing what 
might seem strange in the past but accepting the strangeness 
as an essential rational feature of the past, not as something 
irrational. As Darren Oldridge has observed: “However pecu-
liar they now seem, the beliefs of pre-modern people were 
normally a rational response to the intellectual and social 
context in which they were expressed.”

Levitations are among the most ambiguous of mystical 
phenomena in Catholic Christianity for two reasons: because 
of the belief that they can be caused by the devil rather than 
God and because of the fact that they can also be faked and 
have been regularly faked for millennia by all sorts of wiz-
ards and hucksters. Contrived acts of levitation performed 
under tightly controlled conditions can seem real indeed when 
those performing them are experts at creating illusions and at 
fooling their audience’s senses. It matters little if the illusion 
is performed on a stage as entertainment or in a chapel or 
some dimly lit parlor as deceit. Reports of bilocations are 
even more vulnerable to dismissal than levitations. To fake a 
bilocation seems easy enough. All one needs to do is to recruit 
or bribe expert liars at both locations. Consequently, believing 
in reports of bilocations requires a more intense leap of faith 
than believing in levitations.

The likelihood of deceit haunts levitations and bilocations 
in yet another way, for not too long ago these phenomena 
became intensely linked with ghosts and spirits rather than 
God or the devil. This happened due to a rise in popularity of 
the quasi-religious occult movement known as Spiritualism, 
which spread like wildfire across North and South Ameri-
ca, Europe, and other corners of the Western world between 
the 1860s and the 1920s. Spiritualism had its detractors, for 
sure, especially among the Christian clergy, professional illu-
sionists, and an array of skeptics, but it was not restricted to 
quirky outcasts on the margins of respectability. Quite the 
contrary. As hard as it might be to imagine nowadays, Spiritu-
alism attracted a broad spectrum of devotees, some of whom 
belonged to the upper echelons of society, such as the eminent 
chemist and physicist Sir William Crookes; novelist Sir Arthur 
Conan Doyle, the creator of the hyper-rational and immensely 

popular fictional character Sherlock Holmes; evolutionary 
biologist Alfred Russel Wallace, Charles Darwin’s closest 
collaborator and competitor; the Nobel laureates Pierre and 
Marie Curie, pioneers in the study of radiation; and Mary 
Todd Lincoln, the wife of American president Abraham Lin-
coln, who regularly held séances at the White House.

The term “levitation” was coined by spiritualists in the 
nineteenth century. Although accounts of hovering or flying 
men and women stretch back to antiquity, no specific term 
had ever been applied to the phenomenon. But, given its 
centrality in spiritualist ritual, especially during séances at 
which mediums levitated objects, their own bodies, or those of 
others—ostensibly through the agency of spirits—the amaz-
ing feat needed a name, and “levitation” seemed to suit the 
cult’s quasi-scientific needs perfectly. Derived as it was from 
the Latin levitas, or “lightness,” the exact opposite of “gravi-
tas,” or “heaviness,” the newly minted term had a distinctly 
Newtonian feel to it, evoking his law of universal gravitation 
and empirical objectivity while conveying a sense of the mys-
teriously spiritual and otherworldly. “Bilocation” was another 
quasi-scientific term favored by spiritualists, who believed that 
the human body had an “astral double,” a spiritual compo-
nent that could leave the physical body and appear elsewhere.

Spiritualism never disappeared completely. In fact, the 
ever-popular Ouija board, still a best-selling game, made 
and marketed as a toy by Hasbro, the same company that 
makes Monopoly, is a spiritualist device. But as Spiritualism’s 
heyday waned, so did interest in levitation and bilocation. 
By 1928, when Olivier Leroy published the one and only 
comprehensive history of levitation written in the twentieth 
century, the popularity of Spiritualism was already fading fast. 
And no comparable effort was ever made to cover the history 
of bilocation. Doyle, who died in 1930, seemed to embody 
the cult’s decline in his final years. His zealous defense of 
communication with the dead and of photographs of ghosts 
and fairies had by then become more of a disposable Victorian 
curiosity than a set of beliefs to embrace, and since levitation 
and bilocation were part of the spiritualist package deal, they, 
too, gradually vanished into the cobwebbed attic of the pub-
lic’s imagination.

L evitation and bilocation might have had a shady lin-
eage to overcome, but they nonetheless had—and 
continue to have—a very different past upon which 
to claim legitimate significance. Within the Catholic 
tradition, levitation and bilocation have an immense-

ly rich history, especially in the lives of the saints. Because 
holy levitation and bilocation are considered miracles in 
Catholicism—that is, supernatural gifts, or “charisms,” that 
accompany mystical ecstasy and can be markers of excep-
tional sanctity—they have never completely lost their luster 
and are not likely to lose it. The Greek term charisma denotes 
any gift bestowed on humans through God ’s benevolent love 
(charis). Belief in such gifts is as old as Christianity itself and 

WILD FACTS
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was initially given theological shape by the apostle Paul, who 
delineated their function in the shaping of the Church:

There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes 
them. There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord who 
works all things in all. Now to each one the manifestation of the 
Spirit is given for the common good. To one there is given through 
the Spirit a message of wisdom, to another a message of knowledge 
by means of the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to 
another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, to another miraculous 
powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between 
spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to still 
another the interpretation of tongues. All these are the work of one 
and the same Spirit, and he distributes them to each one, just as he 
determines. (Corinthians 12:4–11)

Among such extraordinary supernatural gifts, some not 
mentioned by Paul were later recognized as legitimate, includ-
ing levitation, bilocation, and several others that accompanied 
mystical ecstasy. During the Middle Ages, a long list of these 
divine mystical gifts evolved, especially through the process 
of evaluating the holiness of candidates for sainthood and of 
writing narratives of their lives as part of that process. By the 
thirteenth century, when bilocation and levitation accounts 
begin to appear regularly in Western hagiographies, many 
supernatural phenomena were believed to be definite signs 
of sainthood, but there was no fixed list of the miraculous 
physical phenomena that could accompany mystical ecstasy 
in the life of any saint. Much in the same way that a medical 
text might contain lists of all the known symptoms for specific 
maladies, this list of miraculous mystical gifts or charisma 
would have simply catalogued those known to occur, but the 
primary characteristic of holiness was always a virtuous life, 
rather than any miraculous mystical phenomena—those were 
just a bonus. In the seventeenth century, this attitude deep-
ened in the Catholic Church as the process of canonization 
was revamped and “heroic virtue” came to be emphasized 
more than miracles.

No holy mystic was ever expected to have all the charisms 
that could be listed, and these charisms could manifest them-
selves in varying degrees: some saints could levitate more 
often or higher than others; some might just hover; others 
might actually fly. All these gifts were wild cards of sorts, 
and so were the particular combinations any mystic might be 
dealt by God. The most significant of these charisms could be 
sorted into two categories: first, those phenomena that were 
overtly physical and visibly involved the body; second, those 
phenomena that were not visible but could be conjoined with 
mystical ecstasy.

In the first category, there were at least fifteen overtly phys-
ical phenomena commonly linked with holiness and mystical 
experiences. Visible ecstasies, raptures, and trances: when the 
body enters a cataleptic state and becomes rigid, insensible, 
and oblivious to its surroundings. Levitation: when the body 
rises up in the air, hovers, or flies. Weightlessness: when the 
body displays a total or nearly total absence of weight during 

trances and levitations or after death. Transvection: when 
the body is transported through the air from one location 
to another in some indeterminate measure of time. Mystical 
transport or teleportation: when the body transverses physical 
space instantaneously, moving from one place to another 
without any time having elapsed, sometimes over great dis-
tances. Bilocation: when the body is present in two places 
simultaneously. Stigmatization: when the body acquires the 
five wounds of the crucified Christ or other wounds inflict-
ed during his passion. Luminous irradiance: when the body 
glows brightly. Supernatural hyperosmia: a heightened sense 
of smell that allows the mystic to detect the sins of others. 
Supernatural inedia: the ability to survive without any food or 
with very little food at all. Supernatural insomnia: the ability 
to survive without much, if any, sleep. Visible demonic molesta-
tions: physical attacks by demons that wound the body. Odor 
of sanctity: when the body emits a unique and immensely 
pleasant smell. Supernatural incorruption: when the corpse of 
a saint does not decompose but remains unnaturally intact 
for many years, decades, or centuries. Supernatural oozing, 
or myroblitism: when the corpse of a saint discharges a pleas-
ant-smelling oily substance capable of performing healing 
miracles directly or through cloths dipped in it.

And in the second category, holy mystics could have at 
least ten different kinds of otherworldly experiences not vis-
ible to others or supernatural powers with which they could 
be imbued. Some of these were physical gifts, some spiritual, 
and some mental. Visions, locutions, and apparitions: when the 
mystic has various sorts of encounters with the divine that are 
not visible to others, and the mystic receives communications 
from God that are visual, aural, or purely spiritual. Invisible 
demonic molestations: when the mystic is assailed by demons 
spiritually or mentally, sometimes with a visual component 
that is invisible to others. Telekinesis: the ability to move objects 
at a distance by nonphysical means, without touching them. 
Telepathy: the ability to read the minds and consciences of 
others or to communicate mentally. Prophecy: the ability to 
know and predict future events accurately, including one’s 
own death. Supernatural remote vision: the ability to see events 
that are occurring elsewhere. Supernatural dreams: the abili-
ty to receive divine communications while sleeping. Infused 
knowledge: learning directly from God, without formal edu-
cation, through ecstasies, visions, locutions, and apparitions. 
Supernatural control over nature: the ability to command the 
behavior of weather, fauna, and flora and to communicate 
with animals. Discernment of spirits: the ability to distinguish 
whether any event is of divine or demonic origin.

Tellingly, only one of the phenomena listed above can be 
called genuinely and exclusively Christian: that of the stigma-
ta, the miraculous duplication of the wounds of Christ on the 
mystic’s hands, feet, and torso, the first recorded instance of 
which involves St. Francis of Assisi in the thirteenth century. 

All other physical phenomena can be found in accounts from 
other cultures and religions, in which such gifts are linked to 
individuals with spiritual powers. 
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Naturally, fraud and delusion could certainly be involved 
in claims about such charisma and the miracles associated 
with them, and the likelihood of that could be obvious to 
anyone, but in cultures where such phenomena were assumed 
to be possible, it was belief in the charismata that had to be 
suspended rather than disbelief.

A ccepting these phenomena as possible requires a 
certain way of thinking about the fabric of reality. 
It requires accepting as fact that the cosmos con-
sists of two dimensions, the natural and the super-
natural, and that these two dimensions, though 

distinct, are nevertheless intertwined in such a way that the 
natural is always subordinate to the supernatural. In this men-
tality or worldview, which was reinforced culturally by social 
custom and the political forces of church and state, the natural 
order could be constantly interrupted and overpowered by 
the supernatural. Any such irruption of the supernatural was 
a miracle (miraculum or prodigium), and the natural world 
constantly pulsated with the possibility of the miraculous.

This binary approach to reality extended to the human being, 
for humans were believed to have been created in “the image 
and likeness of God” and to be composed of a mortal materi-
al body and an immortal spiritual soul. Saints could tap into 
the supernatural because they were “holy”—that is, they were 
more spiritual than other human beings, more attuned to the 
sacred and divine. As individuals who embraced self-denial and 
focused intensely on spiritual realities rather than on the needs 
of their corruptible material bodies, they were able to avoid 
sinful behavior and live virtuous lives. This made them “holy” 
and therefore closer to God, and that closeness transformed 
their mortal bodies, imbuing them with supernatural abilities.

Such abilities were deemed celestial in origin: charisma 
granted to holy human beings in and through whom God 
worked miracles. Some of these charismata had dark parallels 
in pagan magic and witchcraft, so discerning the actual source 
of the gift was always necessary for Catholic Christians, and 
that process of discernment could be immensely complicated, 
awkward, and often painful. In essence, the process involved 
reckoning the difference between religion—that is, whatever 
was truly supernatural—and magic, which was never truly 
supernatural but rather involved the diabolical agency or some 
sort of humanly devised trickery.

Given this conundrum, and the inherent instability and 
ambiguity of the miraculous, every levitation or bilocation—no 
matter how wondrous—had an unavoidable tragic dimension, 
and all miracle-workers had to contend with it in various ways. 
The more extreme the miracle claim, the worse the ordeal that 

the miracle-worker had to face. Whether it was being grilled 
by the Inquisition, being confined to a small monastic cell like 
a prisoner, or having one’s writings destroyed or hidden away 
under lock and key, miracle-workers usually had to be refined 
in some sort of crucible. Magic, religion, and the demonic 
were too closely intertwined to allow Church authorities to 
approve of miracles instantaneously. Distinctions had to be 
maintained, and those distinctions were understood in precise 
terms by educated folk, especially the clergy tasked with the 
job of doing the discerning. But at street level, among the 
faithful, the line between religion and magic was anything 
but precise, especially when it came to popular piety and the 
ways in which most Christians approached what they believed 
to be supernatural.

T he advent of the Protestant Reformation brought 
about a sudden redefinition of concepts such as 
religion, magic, superstition, and idolatry, as well as 
of assumptions about the relation between the nat-
ural and supernatural realms. Distinctions that had 

reigned largely uncontested in the Catholic Church of the West 
and the Orthodox Churches of the East since the first century 
suddenly began to be challenged in the early 1520s when an 
earth-shaking paradigm shift took place. The change in think-
ing resulting from this new Protestant take on reality was sim-
ilar in scope and significance to the one caused by Copernicus 
in astronomy, but its impact was much more immediate and 
widespread. It gave rise to a disparate mentality that still saw 
reality in binary terms but drew the line between religion and 
magic differently, rejecting the intense intermingling of the 
natural and supernatural as well as of the material and the 
spiritual, thus placing much of Catholic ritual and piety in 
the realm of magic. Moreover, this Protestant mentality also 
redefined the concepts of holiness and sainthood, and rejected 
the assumption that self-denial and virtuous behavior could 
allow human beings to be gifted with supernatural powers.

As if this were not enough of an assault on medieval 
assumptions about the relation between the natural and the 
supernatural realms, Protestants of all stripes also rejected 
the proposition that God had continued to perform miracles 
beyond the first century, a doctrine that came to be known as 
“the cessation of miracles” or “the cessation of the charisma-
ta.” The miracles mentioned in the Bible had really occurred, 
they argued, but such marvels became unnecessary after the 
birth of the early Church and would never happen again. 
Consequently, all of those miraculous supernatural phenom-
ena associated with holiness throughout the Middle Ages, 
including levitation, could not be the work of God. But by 

Whether it was being grilled by the Inquisition, being confined to a small monastic 
cell like a prisoner, or having one’s writings destroyed or hidden away under lock and 
key, miracle-workers usually had to be refined in some sort of crucible.

WILD FACTS
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to analyzing narratives and the beliefs expressed in those 
narratives but not the events reported in them. Those events 
remain suspended in an ether of their own, much like some 
stiff-jointed levitating saint, in that vast limbo where all 
unprovable and unusable testimonies get squirreled away. 
And all we are left with is the fact of the testimonies given 
and of the beliefs reflected in them.

The issue of whether so-and-so really flew cannot be 
addressed. And the same goes for bilocation or any other 
charisma associated with mystical ecstasy, for there is no 
way anyone today can prove that someone really hovered or 
flew or bilocated in the sixteenth or seventeenth century. No 
one’s testimony from the distant past can be taken as abso-
lute proof, not for something as uncommon and unnatural a 
phenomenon as levitation, even if corroborated by hundreds 
or thousands of similar testimonies, for a simple reason: like 
all miracles, by definition, phenomena such as levitation and 
bilocation are totally unlike others in history. If in fact they 
have taken place, the number of witnesses has been far too 
small, relatively speaking. And the further back one goes in 
time, the more difficult it becomes to defend the credibility 
of those witnesses. The argument made by David Hume in 
1748 about the impossibility of proving any miracle solely 
from testimony is worth quoting at this point:

A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and un-
alterable experience has established these laws, the proof against a 
miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument 
from experience can possibly be imagined…. Nothing is esteemed a 
miracle, if it ever happens in the common course of nature….  There 
must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous 
event, otherwise the event would not merit that appellation…. The 
plain consequence is (and it is a general maxim worthy of our atten-
tion), “That no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless 
the testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more 
miraculous, than the fact, which it endeavors to establish.”

Nonetheless, while it is ultimately impossible for anyone 
to prove that any levitation or bilocation actually took place, 
the fact that there are eyewitness testimonies of such instanc-
es is easy enough to prove. And those testimonies, which are 
often rich in detail, tell us something about the past that our 
present-day culture predisposes many people to overlook or 
deride. This brings us back to Febvre’s observation: “To com-
prehend is to complicate, to augment in depth. It is to widen 
on all sides. It is to vivify.” The testimonies of witnesses to 
impossible events, which are themselves full of complexities 
and ambivalences, vivify the past. They allow us a glimpse of 
the world as some of those who lived long ago actually saw it. 

CARLOS EIRE is the T. L. Riggs Professor of History and Religious 
Studies at Yale University. He is the author of Waiting for Snow in 
Havana, winner of the National Book Award; War Against the Idols; 
A Very Brief History of Eternity; and Reformations. This essay is 
adapted from his new book They Flew: A History of the Impossible, 
published by Yale University Press. Used by permission.

designating these phenomena “false”—that is, not attribut-
able to God—Protestants did not declare them impossible. 
As most Protestant Reformers and their later disciples saw 
it, ecstatic seizures, levitations, luminous irradiance, and all 
such phenomena did in fact occur, but they were all diabolical 
in origin. 

Given the religious, social, political, and intellectual tur-
moil caused by the advent of Protestantism and its great par-
adigm shift, it is not at all surprising that miracles became a 
marker of difference between Catholics and Protestants, as 
well as a flash point of discord and a polemical weapon. For 
Catholics, holy levitation could serve as proof of the divine 
source of their Church’s authority and of the truth of their 
teachings and sacraments. If miracles such as this occurred 
in the Catholic Church, could it really be the seat of the Anti-
christ, as Protestants argued? Protestants simply countered by 
insisting that if such weird phenomena were not fraudulent, 
they could only be demonic, their existence damning evidence 
of the falsehood of the Catholic Church, which employed the 
devil’s ability to easily fool the unwary. After all, witches hov-
ered and flew too. As Thomas Browne argued in 1646, since 
Satan was a “natural Magician” he could “perform many 
acts in ways above our knowledge, though not transcending 
our natural powers.” Meanwhile, however, Protestants and 
Catholics alike continued to believe that witches hovered and 
flew and should all be exterminated. 

At exactly the same time that Catholics were canonizing lev-
itating saints and burning flying witches and Protestants were 
busy tossing flying witches into the flames, too—by the thou-
sands—modern empirical science was emerging and creating 
paradigm shifts of its own. The peak period for flying humans 
in Western history coincides with the initial development of a 
new materialistic way of thinking about reality that would reject 
all this flying as absolutely impossible nonsense. One could 
say that the oddest fact about two of the most extreme exem-
plars of miraculous baroque Catholicism, Joseph of Cupertino 
(1603–1663), “the Flying Friar,” and María de Jesús de Ágreda 
(1602–1665), the bilocating and levitating nun, is that they 
walked the earth—and ostensibly hovered over it—at the same 
time as Isaac Newton (1642–1727). 

B eyond the factual historical dimension of baroque-
era levitators, divine or demonic, one runs into 
more abstract issues in the metaphysical and epis-
temological dimension of these accounts. And the 
questions there make historians very uncomfort-

able. Did these people really float in the air? If so, how 
and why, and how could it be proved? As soon as these 
questions begin to pop up, we historians proudly bring out 
our brackets and wield them with all the epistemological 
brawn we can muster. “We bracket the question of whether 
this happened or not,” we say, and by that we mean that 
since we cannot prove that any of this hovering and flying 
happened, we put those questions aside. We limit ourselves 
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L
iberal democracy, we are told, is under attack. On op-ed pages and cable news 
panels, at university conferences and economic summits, and in politicians’ 
interviews and speeches, defenses of liberal democracy have proliferated in 
the face of threats from populist and authoritarian leaders around the world. 
Most of these defenses, whether they come from the center-right or the cen-

ter-left, share a great deal in both their diagnosis of the crisis and their prescriptions 
for how to recover a liberal democratic polity that seems to be slipping away.

It is hard to deny their main premise. A movement has indeed arisen on the Right 
that disregards democratic norms and liberal assumptions with alarming noncha-
lance. It’s shown a willingness to undermine the integrity of our elections, barred 
discussion of certain ideas in classrooms, and even fomented a half-witted assault 
on the Congress itself. Meanwhile, on the other side of the political spectrum, an 
intolerance for dissent from progressive orthodoxy, as well as skepticism of the 
cultural value of free speech, have led to coercive conformity and “cancellation.”

Centrist Illusions
Alexander Stern

How not to defend liberalism

ARTICLE
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However, the defenses of liberalism tend to dwell on, 
sometimes for good reason, the risks posed to liberal democ-
racy by ordinary people and popular movements—i.e. “woke-
ness” and populism—while neglecting those posed by the 
people closer to the levers of power. These defenses also tend, 
implicitly or explicitly, to equate liberalism with technocracy, 
or rule by expertise. In the end, they suggest that we must 
settle for an undemocratic, technocratic form of liberalism 
that leaves power in the hands of the few in order to forestall 
the most illiberal outcomes. This line of argument threatens 
to exacerbate the crisis of liberalism, widen the fissures in our 
society, and provoke the very outcomes it seeks to prevent.

A lthough centrists tend to portray liberalism as 
besieged by both the woke Left and the populist 
Right, they usually acknowledge the obvious fact 
that the threats from the Right are much more 
serious and immediate, targeting political institu-
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tions and processes. The repudiation of liberal values on the 
Left remains for the most part limited to cultural institutions, 
journalism, education, and human-resources departments. 

The explosion of identity politics on the woke Left is, 
according to George Packer’s Last Best Hope, a “rebellion 
from below,” driven by the youth. “Young people coming of 
age in the disillusioned 2000s,” Packer writes, picked up ideas 
from “critical theory,” which “upends the universal values of 
the Enlightenment.” In Liberalism and Its Discontents, Francis 
Fukuyama writes that the woke regard racism not as a person-
al or policy problem but as “a condition that is said to per-
vade all American institutions and consciousness.” Systemic 
injustice thus provides a rationale for the suspension of liberal 
values in reeducation programs that take cultural sensitivity 
to an illiberal extreme, in policy proposals that would try to 
distribute goods like vaccines on the basis of race, and in a 
culture of sanctimony, censorship, and cancellation. 

Whereas the woke Left regards the establishment as a con-
tinuation of rule by straight white men, the populist Right con-

Protesters in New York City decry the influence of the richest 1 percent on politics, March 2012.
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ceives of it as a left-liberal, globalist elite that has seized power 
and decimated traditional white working- and middle-class 
communities. According to the right-wing narrative, this 
elite imposes its woke cultural values on everyone, unfairly 
distributes handouts to undeserving minority groups, and 
opens borders to new immigrants. In The People vs. Democracy, 
Yascha Mounk pins the worldwide rise of populism on “rising 
immigration, coupled with a deep, sustained stagnation of 
living standards,” along with a loss of establishment control 
of the means of communication. This combination provides 
the rationale for a suspension of liberal values that will hand 
the country back to its rightful heirs, who can forcibly rees-
tablish nationalist, Christian values and bring industry back 
to the American interior. This kind of right-wing populism 
leads eventually to its own bizarre postmodern consequences: 
nationalist and “trad” LARPing, wild conspiracy theories, and 
the carnivalesque assault on the Capitol. 

Centrist defenders of liberalism, such as Packer, Fukuyama, 
and Mounk, tend to see a common root in these two illiberal 
movements, despite their obvious differences. Packer writes:

 
In some ways Just America [Packer’s term for the woke Left] resembles 
Real America [his term for the populist Right] and has entered the 
same dubious conflict from the other side. The disillusionment with 
liberal capitalism that gave rise to identity politics has also produced 
a new authoritarianism among many young white men. Just and Real 
America share a skepticism, from opposing points of view, about 
the universal ideas of the founding documents and the promise of 
America as a multi-everything democracy.

In short, Packer sees both these movements against lib-
eralism as misguided reactions to social and economic dis-
location: a “new tribalism” that comes from the bottom up. 
Coupled with this tribalism is an assault on reason itself that 
started with “critical theory” and postmodernism, which, 
according to Fukuyama, undermined the objective, scientific 
standpoint intimately tied to liberalism. “Of late,” Fukuyama 
writes, “many of the arguments pioneered by the progressive 
left have drifted over to the populist right. When combined 
with modern communications technology, this critique lands 
us in a cognitive wasteland.”

There is good reason to doubt aspects of this centrist 
narrative. To begin with, it doesn’t go back far enough. The 
history of American politics from the 1960s shows that it 
is not “disillusionment” but satisfaction with liberal capi-
talism that has underwritten the rise of the cultural politics 
that undergird both the woke Left and populist Right. Both 
standpoints arise from the culture war that has increasingly 
gripped American politics since the 1980s and taken over 
from the more materialist political conflict that dominated 
the immediate postwar period. Indeed, the turn toward cul-
tural politics depended on a period of relatively widespread 
prosperity in the West. As Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Nor-
ris have argued, this broad prosperity allowed baby boom-
ers to focus their political energies on issues that were less 
obviously material, such as civil rights, gender equality, and 

gay marriage. But according to Inglehart and Norris, this 
kind of cultural politics eventually helped undermine the 
prosperity on which it was based. As traditional left-right 
disputes over economic issues were left behind, a tech-
nocratic, neoliberal consensus on economic policy set in. 
This consensus allowed the proceeds of growth to go to an 
increasingly small and wealthy minority while marginalizing 
the left-wing economic dissent that had made the relative 
equality of the postwar boom possible.

Instead of class conflict, politics became a battle between 
two cultural factions, neither of which represented the 
working class. On the left side of these politics are many 
professionals whose concerns for equality have narrowed to 
involuted and essentialized conceptions of race and gender 
detached from the real material needs of the marginalized 
groups they claim to support. Meanwhile, the reactionary 
Right is populated by many relatively high-earning but uned-
ucated small-business owners and tradespeople who obsess 
over the excesses of the Left, indulge in fear-mongering about 
crime and immigration, and toy with—or outright embrace—
racist tropes. While this right-wing identity politics likes to 
invoke the downtrodden white working class and sometimes 
borrows from the rhetoric of mid-century labor politics, 
it effectively serves the interests of another set of the elite 
through a standard business-oriented Republican playbook. 
Our fervid cultural politics do not emerge, bottom-up, from 
a public that channels its economic anxiety in misguided, 
illiberal directions; it originates with those at the top of the 
economic system, whose privileges it obscures. 

These cultural politics may appear to “politicize” abso-
lutely everything—from sports and music to gas stoves and 
canned beans—but in actuality the public sphere has been 
effectively depoliticized, to use Jürgen Habermas’s term. In 
his 1962 book, The Structural Transformation of the Public 
Sphere, Habermas already recognized that the liberal space in 
which ideas about how to organize society were once debat-
ed—however exclusionary that space may have been—had 
given way to a largely simulated public sphere captured by 
advertising and other forms of manipulation. He writes:

When the laws of the market governing the sphere of commodity 
exchange and of social labor also pervaded the sphere reserved for 
private people as a public, rational-critical debate had a tendency to 
be replaced by consumption, and the web of public communication 
unraveled into acts of individuated reception, however uniform in mode.

The commercialization of media, in other words, effectively 
turns the public sphere into the plaything of the interests that 
control it. Entertainment and information are mixed together 
to the point that “instead of doing justice to reality,” the media 
tends “to present a substitute more palatable for consumption.” 
Radio and television tend to replace critical public debate with 
manipulable preferences and tastes. Finally, the public and pri-
vate spheres become inextricably tangled together. On the one 
hand, public matters “are garbed in private dress and through 
personalization distorted to the point of unrecognizability.” 

CENTRIST ILLUSIONS
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And, on the other, private life is “pried open” to the point that 
not just individual lives but “the problems of life” themselves 
become media fodder and “political” matters. 

The embrace of neoliberalism in the decades since Haber-
mas’s book was published has only further advanced commer-
cial control over the public sphere, including on the internet. 
Depoliticized culture-war content monopolizes attention, 
drives subscriptions, and pleases advertisers, while catalyz-
ing anger and further confusing private and public—culture 
and politics—through partisan sensationalism. The political 
conflict that plays out in the media is not the negotiation of 
conflicting material interests and ideas about the common 
good, but a dramatized escalation of personal grievance and 
cultural antagonism.

It is this manipulation, far more than the adoption of 
little-read postmodern texts, that has placed us in a “post-
truth” moment. And it is this manipulation, far more than any 
spontaneous discontent emerging from the youth or the hoi 
polloi, that has produced our illiberal, “depoliticized” politics. 
The tribalism that so concerns centrist liberals is not just a 
misguided expression of discontent, but the predictable and 
increasingly uncontrollable escalation of the pseudo-politics 
that our elites have favored for decades. As Nancy Isenberg 
memorably put it in her book White Trash, “When you turn 
an election into a three-ring circus, there’s always a chance 
that the dancing bear will win.”

In the face of ubiquitous culture war, we should actually be 
heartened by the relatively material—and, in their way, liber-
al—concerns of the general public. Take the line of critique that 
united the surprisingly popular Trump and Sanders campaigns 
in 2016. Both candidates emphasized a rigged economic and 
political system where decisions were made by an entrenched 
elite. Both candidates claimed, albeit with wildly different 
degrees of sophistication and credibility, that the costs of elite 
failure were borne by the middle and working classes, and 
that the priorities of global corporations had been allowed to 
take precedence over the interests and desires of the American 
people. But cultural politics either completely overwhelmed 
these critiques from the start (in the case of Trump) or were 
deployed against them (in the case of Sanders). 

T o their credit, many centrist liberal authors acknowl-
edge the fact that inequality is a principal cause of 
our political crisis. However, their construal of the 
problem suggests solutions that would neither dis-
tribute economic power more evenly nor promote 

democracy. This starts with how they conceive of the relation-
ship between democracy and liberalism. 

Both Mounk and Fukuyama treat liberalism and democ-
racy as completely separable categories: they may be histori-
cally intertwined but they are, according to this view, logically 
unrelated. As Mounk and Fukuyama rightly point out, there 
can be illiberal democracies—like those of the ancient world—
and undemocratic liberalism—Hong Kong under British rule, 
for example. For Mounk, this is evidence against the claim 
that liberal rights and democratic sovereignty are naturally 
complementary; they were not always associated in the past 
and need not be in the future. 

Mounk admits that the technocratic rule of developed 
nations today amounts to its own form of “undemocratic lib-
eralism,” but he seems to find this trend inevitable—and pref-
erable to the alternatives. Fukuyama, meanwhile, contends 
that “the present-day crisis of liberal democracy revolves in 
the first instances less around democracy strictly understood 
than around liberal institutions.” The implication is that we 
can combat the crisis in liberalism without combatting the 
crisis in democracy. The important thing is preserving indi-
vidual rights; genuine democracy is a luxury at best and a 
threat to liberalism at worst.

But as Marc Plattner puts it in an article for Foreign 
Affairs, “overstating the disjunction between liberalism and 
democracy can easily lead to new misunderstanding.” The 
illiberality of ancient democracies—which heavily restricted 
voting rights—also made them, by today’s standards at least, 
undemocratic. Similarly, illiberal restrictions on freedom of 
speech in nations like Russia and Turkey put the democratic 
nature of their elections in serious doubt. Meanwhile, undem-
ocratic liberalism tends—because of its restrictions on voting 
rights—to restrict other freedoms as well. Without access to 
the ballot in the United States, for example, women and Black 
people were also denied other basic rights. Democratization 
made the country more liberal, and liberalization made it 
more democratic.

The intertwining of liberalism and democracy is not just 
historical contingency, but the result of the fact that, as Plat-
tner writes, “the political doctrine at the source of liberalism 
also contains a deeply egalitarian and majoritarian dimen-
sion.” Classical forms of liberalism have emphasized that, in 
addition to a balance of powers within government, liberal 
democracies require a “wide dispersion of power in both the 
private economy and civil society,” as Paul Starr explains in 
his book Freedom’s Power. 

Early- and mid-twentieth-century American liberalism 
made advances by recognizing that, under industrial capi-
talism, supporting individual liberty and economic freedom 
required democratizing workplaces through support for 
unions, preventing undue concentrations of market power 

Democratization made the country more liberal, and liberalization made 
it more democratic.
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deliberation by an informed populace is both degraded in 
itself and detached from the actual levers of power. 

A narrow focus on individual liberty allows centrist 
authors to ignore these substantive threats to liberalism. The 
only important danger, they believe, is that one side of the 
culture war or the other will take control of the government 
and impose its beliefs on the public at large. Other dangers 
get short shrift. Even when these authors are critical of poli-
cies that have led to the upward redistribution of wealth and 
power, they tend to construe them as examples not of elite 
capture of the economic system, but rather of “too much” 
philosophical liberalism in economic policy—an error of 
management that requires a managerial fix, rather than the 
predictable result of too much concentration of political and 
economic power in the hands of too few people.

Fukuyama cites Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich Hayek 
as among the liberal thinkers who “sharply denigrated the 
role of the state in the economy and emphasized free mar-
kets as spurs to growth and efficient allocators of resourc-
es.” Beginning in the 1970s, neoliberal policymakers and 
economists freed corporations from what they regarded 
as counterproductive and inefficient regulation and held 
individuals more responsible for their well-being by cutting 
welfare spending. 

But it is misleading to characterize neoliberalism as sim-
ply “anti-regulation” and “pro-market.” As Quinn Slobodi-
an shows in his book Globalists, proponents of neoliberalism 
conceived of it from the first as a movement to develop and 
shape a new super-national regulatory structure for a global 
economy. It was not primarily an anti-government movement 
in favor of an unfettered market, but rather an effort to insu-
late the global economy from what neoliberals regarded as the 
irrational behavior of democratic nation-states. Hayek himself 
rejected the idea of a “minimal state” and made explicit that 
he was after a “dethronement of politics,” not of government 
as such. The goal, Slobodian writes, was a new form of empire 
with “an invisible government of the economy first, and a visi-
ble government of neutered nations second.” The government 
of the economy was designed not to protect individual rights, 
nor to constrain government per se, but to create institutions 
that would “override national legislation that might disrupt 
the global rights of capital.” 

The global economic order created by neoliberals has not 
merely dethroned democratic politics; it has established a 
new kind of political power. As governments turned from 
containing to facilitating the excesses of big business, the 
lines between national governments and private banks and 
corporations have blurred. Our technocracy involves the 
alignment of private and public bureaucracies, facilitated 
by revolving doors between them. Consider the U.S. bank 
bailouts of 2008. The bailouts and favorable terms given to 
reckless banks—however necessary they may have been to res-
cue the larger economy—involved a state of exception where 
sovereignty itself was difficult to locate, as Adam Tooze points 
out in his book on financial crises, Crashed. “If this was an 

through antitrust lawsuits, regulating financial institutions to 
prevent unfair and destabilizing speculation, and maintaining 
a robust welfare state to provide aid to those left behind by the 
market. This liberalism recognized that liberty needed to be 
protected not just from governments or the masses, but also 
from an economic order that, for example, colludes to raise 
prices on consumers, extracts burdensome rents from small 
producers by monopolizing distribution, and undermines 
worker power by intimidation and, sometimes, coercion. As 
Edmund E. Jacobitti puts it, “[T]oday wealth is as powerful 
a threat to liberty as the masses ever were.”

Separating liberalism from democracy allows centrist lib-
erals to sideline the egalitarian implications of liberalism and 
associate it with anti-democratic technocracy. While express-
ing some regret that deference to expert decision-making may 
be undemocratic, Mounk doesn’t even seem to consider the 
possibility that it might also be illiberal. Given the “consider-
able technical expertise” required to understand an “increas-
ingly complex” world, he writes, “it seems we must choose 
between achieving international cooperation on key issues by 
a troublingly undemocratic path—and not achieving it at all.” 

Fukuyama, for his part, presents a narrow account of the 
origins of liberalism that focuses exclusively on its protec-
tion of individual and cultural freedom. Liberalism arose, 
Fukuyama writes, in the religious wars following the Protes-
tant Reformation, where various “Christian sects” sought “to 
impose their religious dogma on their populations.” 

Classical liberalism can therefore be understood as an institutional 
solution to the problem of governing over diversity, or, to put it in 
slightly different terms, of peacefully managing diversity in pluralistic 
societies [my italics]. The most fundamental principle enshrined in 
liberalism is one of tolerance: you do not have to agree with your 
fellow citizens about the most important things, but only that each 
individual should get to decide what they are without interference 
from you or from the state. 

Liberalism, in other words, is little more than an antidote 
to culture war. Its guarantees of individual rights, a private 
sphere of autonomy, and limited state power are emphasized 
at the cost of its prescriptions for how private and political 
power should be distributed and exercised in society. Liberal 
governance, meanwhile, is conceived of as a form of apoliti-
cal management that balances diverse interests according to 
its own calculations rather than allowing them a measure of 
genuine political power.

A conception of governance as a technical matter for 
experts, as Habermas writes in his 1970 book Toward a Ratio-
nal Society, obfuscates its fundamentally value-laden nature 
and takes deliberation about the best way to organize society 
out of the hands of the citizenry. Technocracy is the natural 
partner of mass media’s reduction of information to enter-
tainment, which places the real work of governance behind 
an emotionally charged screen. For Habermas, this system 
amounts to a form of domination, since the arena for rational 
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But, as the administration’s foiling of a rail strike and its 
bailout of Silicon Valley Bank show, there is still a long way to 
go. Alternative forms of worker representation should be pur-
sued, such as sectoral bargaining—where a federation of all 
the firms in a given economic sector is forced by the govern-
ment to negotiate wages with representatives of that sector’s 
entire labor force. A comprehensive anti-corruption program, 
such as the one Elizabeth Warren has outlined, is needed to 
combat the influence of the financial industry. Absent such a 
program, it is difficult to see how the hyper-financialization 
of so much of our economy can be checked.

Finally, experiments with other, more local forms of eco-
nomic and political power must be encouraged. Some con-
temporary authors, like Branko Milanović, have proposed 
programs remarkably akin to the distributism championed 
in the early twentieth century by Catholics writers such as 
G. K. Chesterton and Hilaire Belloc. These would distribute 
capital ownership downward through cooperatives and other 
common ownership structures. Others, like Michael Lind, 
have called for a form of “democratic pluralism” that would 
delegate rulemaking power in particular areas to small insti-
tutions like wage boards, with mandated representation of 
various stakeholder groups. Without access to new forms of 
power like these, the resentment and cynicism that brought 
us Trump will continue to grow, as will interest in a “post-lib-
eral” future.

Centrist liberal authors are rightly troubled by exponents 
of post-liberalism like Patrick Deneen and Adrian Vermeule, 
who have argued that liberalism’s hands-off attitude toward 
morality deprives liberal democracies of the virtues needed 
to sustain a healthy political community. For Deneen, liber-
alism is behind a drift toward atomism that will ultimately 
doom the whole project to collapse, since the virtues on which 
liberalism depends—self-restraint, civic-mindedness, demo-
cratic competence—are systematically degraded by the logic 
of liberalism itself. Liberalism, on Deneen’s view, can’t help 
but produce technocracy and a nationalized, sensationalized 
politics. To the extent that the people do have a say, Deneen 
writes in Why Liberalism Failed, it is not surprising that an 
isolated, powerless electorate will opt for a strongman who 
claims to be capable of “reining in the power of a distant and 
ungovernable state and market.”

Despite their distaste for Deneen, the arguments of centrists 
like Mounk and Fukuyama unwittingly lend force to his cri-
tique. They propose to contain the populist threat by means of 
the same technocratic mechanisms that generated it. Deneen 
writes, “Today’s liberal critics of democracy...condemn the 
deformed and truncated demotic actions of a degraded citi-
zenry that liberalism itself has created.” He is right that “their 
cure is the source of the ills they would redress,” but wrong 
to call this “liberalism.” Technocratic neoliberalism is not the 
rightful heir of the liberal tradition, but an anti-democratic 
distortion of it. 

ALEXANDER STERN is Commonweal’s features editor.

act of sovereignty, whose sovereignty was it? The American 
state’s, or that of the ‘new Wall Street’—the network personi-
fied by figures like [Henry] Paulson and [Timothy] Geithner 
who tied the Treasury and the Fed to America’s globalized 
financial sector?”

For centrist authors, part of liberalism’s role of “peacefully 
managing diversity” involves correcting the mistaken poli-
cies that have led to the populist surge. Here, they reflexively 
take on the perspective of the managers without seeming to 
realize that technocratic management is a significant part of 
the problem. Their proposed reforms leave untouched the 
existing private-public power structure, the tendency toward 
policymaking by compromised, if not outright corrupted, 
actors, and the insulation of economic power from demo-
cratic accountability. 

Mounk, for example, proposes reforms like more pro-
gressive taxation, better job training, and expansions of the 
welfare state. Tellingly, he does not mention reforms to make 
collective bargaining easier or to enforce antitrust laws more 
vigorously. Nor does he have anything to say about the way 
neoliberals themselves dismantled liberal regulatory struc-
tures and liberal democratic institutions like trade unions. He 
rightly condemns the folly of extremists who would simply 
tear down existing liberal institutions. But not everyone who 
supports radical changes in pursuit of fairer economic con-
ditions is bent on nihilistic destruction.

In lieu of such changes, centrist liberals tend to recom-
mend cultural solutions like individual self-restraint and mod-
eration (Fukuyama), or being “willing to criticize your own” 
and resist vilification of the other side (Mounk). Packer places 
more emphasis on the ills of corruption and concentrated eco-
nomic power than Mounk and Fukuyama do. Still, because he 
focuses on cultural threats to liberal democracy, he also relies 
heavily on personal prescriptions: he asks Americans to ditch 
social media and spend more time with those “who don’t 
look or talk or think like them.” “Creating the conditions 
of equality requires new structures and policies,” he writes. 
“Acquiring the art of self-government needs something else—
new ways of thinking and living.” Such platitudes gloss over 
the fact that our polarization and democratic incompetence 
are the consequence of material disempowerment. Fixing the 
former requires fixing the latter. Policy tweaks and cultural 
exhortations will not do.

Real solutions to our political crisis would reverse the con-
centration of power caused by neoliberal policies. Reducing 
inequality by technocratic means—an unlikely prospect in any 
case—wouldn’t be enough. Thanks in large part to pressure 
from the Left, the Biden administration has taken some initial 
steps: Biden appointees to the National Labor Relations Board 
have begun to enforce labor law against companies used to 
interfering with their employees’ right to collective bargaining; 
the administration’s Department of Justice has more aggres-
sively tackled corporate concentration; and its Federal Trade 
Commission has proposed rules to stop unfair hiring practices 
and anti-competitive mergers and acquisitions.
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S eparating Europe from Africa, the Mediterranean 
Sea has long been an important migration route for 
refugees. But it is only since 2014 that the number 
of people who die trying to cross the Mediterranean 
each month has been reported. Since 2014, more than 

27,845 missing persons have been counted, although only God 
and the sea really know how many people did not make it. 
We have all seen images of capsizing boats overloaded with 
migrants, of people jumping into the sea to escape. Behind the 
sobering figures and heartbreaking images, there are people like 
Fatima, Abu Bakar, Sara, Hussein, Mamadou, Abdou—people 
I have met since I began photographing rescue missions in the 
Mediterranean in 2015. Each of them has his or her own story 
to tell. Each has left behind family and friends. Most are moti-
vated by desperation. Since 2015, I have seen the faces of hun-
dreds of terrified women; I have heard the crying of thousands 
of children hidden below deck; I have spoken with many men 
who were tortured in Libyan prisons. All of them want what all 
of us want: safety, a place where they can imagine a future for 
themselves and their loved ones. My hope is that the following 
images will move you in a way statistics and headlines can’t, that 
the faces of these migrants will remind you that this ongoing 
humanitarian crisis involves ordinary human beings exposed to 
the elements and at the mercy of overpowering forces beyond 
their control: droughts, floods, wars, human trafficking, and the 
barbarous policies of politicians claiming to protect European 
civilization. 

ANNA SURINYACH is a Spanish freelance photojournalist based in 
Barcelona who focuses on migration, refugees, and human-rights issues. 
Her work has appeared in Revista 5W, NPR, and the Los Angeles 
Times, among others.

The Drowned 
and the Saved
ANNA SURINYACH

PHOTO ESSAY

RIGHT: Some of the passengers 
on the boat rescued by Open Arms. 
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THE DROWNED AND THE SAVED

TOP: 
Two boys from Eritrea 
sleep after being 
rescued by Médecins 
Sans Frontières. 
They left Libya and 
arrived safely in Sicily 
in July 2015.

BOTTOM: 
A group of people 
mainly from Somalia 
and Eritrea arrive 
in Sicily after being 
rescued by Médecins 
Sans Frontières, July 
9, 2015.

OPPOSITE PAGE, 
TOP: A mother and 
her baby are rescued 
by the Médecins Sans 
Frontières teams on 
the Mediterranean 
Sea, July 2015.

OPPOSITE PAGE, 
BOTTOM: A man 
from Guinea Conakry 
prays on the deck of 
the Dignity I, one of 
the Médecins Sans 
Frontières rescue ships. 
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OPPOSITE PAGE, TOP: A woman prays while aboard the speedboat of the 
Spanish NGO ProActiva Open Arms in August 2017. Twelve people were found 
dead on the boat on which she had been traveling. 

OPPOSITE PAGE, BOTTOM: Migrants aboard the Dignity I embrace one 
another after the Italian coast is sighted. After disembarkation, refugees and 
migrants are taken to detention centers by the Italian authorities.

ABOVE: A group of people traveling in a wooden boat celebrate the arrival of 
the Open Arms team. They fled from Sfax, Tunisia, in August 2022, but the 
majority of them are from Bangladesh.
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OPPOSITE PAGE, 
TOP: A group of 
people, most of 
them from Syria, 
trying to cross the 
Mediterranean Sea.

OPPOSITE PAGE,
BOTTOM: A group 
of people wait to 
be rescued after 
spending more than 
twenty hours at sea 
in July 2015. The 
crowded inflatable 
boats usually carry a 
hundred people, but 
wooden boats can 
accommodate more 
than five hundred. 

TOP: 
Migrants aboard the 
Golfo Azzurro celebrate 
after the Italian 
authorities assigned 
their boat to a port on 
August 2, 2017. One 
of the Open Arms 
volunteers has turned 
on the radio, and a Bob 
Marley song is playing.

BOTTOM: 
An Open Arms team 
assists migrants 
waiting to be rescued 
by Italian authorities.

THE DROWNED AND THE SAVED
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I s anyone else surprised by the 
popularity of Oppenheimer? The film 
has triggered a mammoth cultural 
explosion, igniting topics that 

range from the dangers of politicizing 
science, to the hermeneutics of the 
mushroom cloud, to the intricacies 
of IMAX, to AI military technology 
and “our Oppenheimer moment,” 
to the “subversive” nature of going 
to a movie theater in the age of 
streaming. Not to mention the whole 
“Barbenheimer” phenomenon. 

Based on Kai Bird and Martin 
Sherwin’s 2005 biography, American 
Prometheus, Oppenheimer charts the 
brilliant career of its eponymous hero; 
but the career of director Christo-
pher Nolan has a shimmer all its own. 
Nolan’s CV is every young filmmaker’s 
envy: artsy short film (Doodlebug), fol-
lowed by bargain-basement debut that 
garners critical attention (Following); 
then a breakthrough art-house film that 
makes money (Memento); and finally 
off to Batman-land, rocketing Nolan 
from no-budget to mega-budget in just 
eight years. The rare director seemingly 
able to have it all, Nolan specializes in 
box-office blockbusters “pitched at the 
divide between art and industry, poetry 
and entertainment,” as Manohla Dargis 
wrote about The Dark Knight.  

Nolan’s core obsessions were laid 
out in Memento (2000), a flashy neo-
noir thriller that gave the term “retro” a 
whole new meaning. That film consists 
of short sequences that move forward 
but are arranged in reverse, tracking 
backwards in time from a revenge kill-
ing in the opening scene to the original 
crime that incited it. Memento’s devices 
of narrative uncertainty require some 
cognitive calisthenics on the part of 
viewers. In the two decades since, Nolan 
has returned to this sweet spot with 
films such as Inception (2010) and Tenet 
(2020), movies that reflected his abiding 
urge to drill down into, and manipulate, 
the fundamental structures of cinematic 
reality. No wonder a story about theoret-
ical physics would attract him.

A three-hour biopic, Oppenheimer sets 
up as a bildungsroman, charting physi-
cist J. Robert Oppenheimer’s education 

RAND RICHARDS COOPER

History  Channel 
Mode
Christopher Nolan’s 
‘Oppenheimer’

FILM

and character formation. We follow his 
youthful tour of European universities in 
the 1920s, where he meets science lumi-
naries from Heisenberg to Niels Bohr; 
his eventual landing at Berkeley, where 
his ideas catch fire (an artful time-lapse 
sequence shows rising attendance as his 
classes become popular); and, finally, 
the unfolding of the Manhattan Proj-
ect under his direction at Los Alamos, 
New Mexico. Well, not finally, in fact. 
A substantial chunk of the movie con-
sists of layered-in testimony from two 
postwar political proceedings: a 1954 
Atomic Energy Commission hearing to 
determine whether Oppenheimer would 
maintain his security clearance; and the 
1959 Senate confirmation hearing of 
Lewis Strauss as Eisenhower’s Secretary 
of Commerce. Strauss was the man who 
hired Oppenheimer to head the Insti-
tute for Advanced Studies at Princeton, 
then subsequently subverted his career, 
apparently for reasons of personal jeal-
ousy and resentment. 

It is a lot of ground for a movie to 
cover, and let me lay my cards on the 
table: amid near-unanimous critical 
acclaim for Oppenheimer, I second the dis-
senting vote of the ever-acerbic New Yorker 
critic, Richard Brody, who likened it to 
“a movie-length Wikipedia article.” In 
contrast with the elusive and profound 
aura that enwraps Nolan’s storytelling in 
his best movies, here the director takes 
a kind of History Channel approach, in 
which private lives are stapled to a pub-
lic timeline. Thus, for example, the pub-
lication of an important physics paper 
by Oppenheimer in a science journal 
on September 1, 1939, is upstaged by 
a screaming newspaper headline, “War 
in Europe!” There are history footnotes, 
as when we briefly meet a Los Alamos 
physicist named Klaus Fuchs—history 
buffs will register the future notorious 
spy. Ethical quandaries arising from 
the prospect of bombing the Japanese 
are limned for us in meetings where 
stakeholders hash it all out, seminar 
style. “Is there no way to demonstrate 
it first?” asks one of the physicists. “Oh, 
we intend to demonstrate it in the most 
convincing way possible—twice!” barks 
General Leslie Groves, Los Alamos’s 
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Army overseer. It all feels conspicu-
ously…educational. 

As for the character of Oppenheimer, 
he is supposed to present the tragic par-
adox of a civilized humanist who lends 
his talents to the harnessing of a vio-
lence that could destroy civilization. By 
way of characterization, we are given 
visual gestures that juxtapose his various 
passions and preoccupations—a look 
around his office disclosing T. S. Eliot’s 
“The Wasteland” along with prints of 
modernist art, followed by hallucinatory 
visions of cosmic particle-scapes set to 
thunderous music, followed by Oppen-
heimer quoting a John Donne sonnet to 
a baffled General Groves (an enjoyably 
gruff Matt Damon).

But what kind of man was Oppen-
heimer, really? A few stray moments 
in the film, clearly culled from the 
Bird-Sherwin biography, hint at a driven, 
impulsive, and eccentric bohemian with 
a dark side. In an early scene from his 
student days, he impulsively injects a dis-
liked teacher’s apple with cyanide, and 

has to rush back later to avert calam-
ity. Cyanide? Such behavior is so out 
of whack with the film’s portrayal of 
its protagonist that I found myself say-
ing, “Really?”; and although General 
Groves calls Oppenheimer “theatrical, 
egotistical, and unstable,” we don’t see 
enough of these qualities in action. While 
Oppenheimer’s ethical dilemmas are 
laid out with teacherly clarity, his psy-
chological and emotional complexities 
never really come into focus; oddly for a 
biopic, Nolan has made his subject less 
interesting than he was in life. 

The one-note intensity of Cillian 
Murphy’s performance doesn’t help. 
Cinematographer Hoyte van Hoytema 
fills the screen with closeups of Mur-
phy’s strangely unearthly face, set in a 
far-off, suffering gaze. This haunted and 
passive bearing is at odds with the reality 
of Oppenheimer’s power, and it is dis-
concerting to see Murphy’s wraithlike 
figure striding down Los Alamos’s dusty 
main street in his fedora like a sheriff in 
a gunslinging town. “He was founder, 

mayor and sheriff, all rolled into one,” 
one visitor recalls. “You are an American 
Prometheus,” Niels Bohr tells him. But 
we get almost no sense of any megalo-
maniacal dimension to his character. 

Yet power and its mesmerizing 
allure lie at the heart of the story. 
The film scrutinizes the scientists’ 
justifications for developing a weapon 
of supreme destructiveness—first 
and foremost, the fear that the Nazis 
would get there first. As it turned out, 
they weren’t particularly close; Hitler 
mistrusted the science and pursued 
conventional weapons such as the V-2 
rocket, and then the war in Europe was 
over. But the Manhattan Project had 
developed an unstoppable momentum, 
and in Oppenheimer apparently most 
of all. In Jon Else’s illuminating 1980 
documentary, The Day After Trinity, 
British physicist Freeman Dyson recalls 
that “the dream somehow got hold of 
him—to produce a nuclear weapon.” 
And Hans Bethe, another key player at 
Los Alamos, adds that Oppenheimer 

Cillian Murphy’s “strangely unearthly face, set in a far-off, suffering gaze” in Christopher Nolan’s Oppenheimer
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imprinted on it photographically by the 
blast. “You see the angle here?” Serber 
says, holding it up. “That shows you 
that the bomb went off at exactly the 
height it was supposed to.” And Serber 
can’t quite suppress a smile—quickly 
followed by a look of sickly confusion. 
All these years later, he still feels pride. 

That look does more to evoke the 
scientists’ moral disarray than does the 
pose of abject contrition in which the 
last third of Nolan’s film freezes Robert 
Oppenheimer. Serber’s smile reveals 
candor about the thrills of scientific 
discovery, even as his sickened look 
betrays an awareness of what resulted 
when those thrills were channeled 
into the priorities of what Eisenhower 
himself would call the military-
industrial complex. What does it 
mean—for science and its practitioners, 
for civilization itself—when mass death 
becomes, well, a project? 

The enormity of such questions 
mocked even the formidable intelligence 
assembled on the team at Los Alamos. 
Recalling the shocking power of the July 
1945 test blast for Else’s documentary, 
Frank Oppenheimer, who worked on the 
Manhattan Project along with his older 
brother, becomes suddenly anxious, 
repeatedly rubbing his eyes and fore-
head as he describes being stunned by 
the heat of the blast, twenty miles away. 
“It was terrifying,” he recalls. 

In the presence of that terror, 
Else asks, what was the first thing 
the assembled physicists said to one 
another? Frank Oppenheimer pauses. 
“‘It worked,’” he says. And upon 
learning just three weeks later that the 
bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima? 
Again Oppenheimer offers that stricken 
look, and again, candor. “Our first 
thought,” he recalls, “was, ‘Thank God 
it wasn’t a dud.’” 

RAND RICHARDS COOPER is a contributing 
editor to Commonweal. His fiction has 
appeared in Harper’s, GQ, Esquire, the 
Atlantic, and many other magazines, as well 
as in Best American Short Stories. His 
novel, The Last to Go, was produced for 
television by ABC, and he has been a writer-
in-residence at Amherst and Emerson colleges.

will remember this day”—but suddenly 
breaks off. Silent, sweating, he seems 
to dissociate, as everything around him 
slides into the surreal: a scream; noiseless 
applause; a blinding light and a vision of 
calamity, with people sick and dying and 
covered in ash. The disorienting power 
of the scene conveys both the calamity 
of nuclear war and Oppenheimer’s 
inner turmoil, his nauseating sense of 
complicity. 

Oppenheimer needs more of this 
scene’s surreal energy; strangely, for 
a Christopher Nolan film, it needs 
more strangeness. But right after that 
hallucinatory episode, Nolan cuts 
to a cover of Oppenheimer on Time 
magazine, and from then on reverts 
to History Channel mode, dutifully 
covering the political hearings, as well 
as a brusque interview with President 
Truman in which the physicist agonizes 
about having “blood on my hands” and 
is scoffingly dismissed. 

After watching Oppenheimer, I 
streamed The Day After Trinity. 
(“Trinity” refers to Oppenheimer’s 
name for the bomb test site, inspired 
by a Donne poem, and the “day after” 
refers to yet another hearing, in 1965, 
at which Oppenheimer was asked about 
talks on halting the spread of nukes, 
and responded, “It’s twenty years too 
late. It should have been done the day 
after Trinity.”) It may seem paradoxical 
to suggest that a documentary more 
acutely conveys the tragedy of Los 
Alamos than a feature film does. Yet 
for me at least, it did. In the decades 
since the Manhattan Project, many 
commentators seeking to capture the 
dreadful awe that accompanied the 
advent of the atomic bomb have invoked 
Oppenheimer’s quotation from the 
Bhagavad Gita—“Now I am become 
death, the destroyer of worlds”—and 
Nolan leans heavily on it, using it not 
once but twice. The documentary 
pursues the horror more subtly, in 
a banality-of-evil way. It contains a 
small but terrible moment, when the 
Manhattan Project physicist Robert 
Serber displays a section of a wall 
removed from a classroom in Nagasaki, 
bearing the outline of a window sash 

“completely changed to fit the new 
role.” This change—what it drew on in 
Oppenheimer, and how it ramified—
goes largely missing from Oppenheimer, 
and its absence vitiates the drama, 
reducing tragedy to mere chronicle. 

T he film is three hours long, yet the 
portrait of its protagonist seems 
sketchy, and one wonders how 

Nolan might have allocated time differ-
ently. Take, for instance, the decision to 
showcase the hearings from the 1950s. 
Presumably, the intention was to drama-
tize the emerging political dynamic of 
the Cold War, with its rituals of character 
assassination. But the resulting “action” 
is bureaucratic and dense. Nolan’s script 
takes us deep in the weeds of political 
infighting surrounding Oppenheimer, 
his nemesis Strauss (played with cool 
cynicism by Robert Downey Jr.), and the 
controversy over the physicist’s security 
clearance, including extensive testimony 
about a long-ago conversation with an 
academic mentor who proposed shar-
ing info on the Manhattan Project with 
the Soviets, and whether this constituted 
treason. The director’s attempt to wring 
drama from all the political maneuvering 
reaches a bizarre climax when he sets 
testimony from the hearings to the same 
tumultuous, thunderous music that he 
used to dramatize the advent of the 
bomb itself. 

Don’t get me wrong: there are some 
terrific moments when Oppenheimer 
succeeds in conveying a sense of awed 
horror, and of a moral recklessness 
bordering on the obscene, such as one 
scene in which the physicists place bets 
on the likely kilotonnage of the blast 
(Oppenheimer bets on three kilotons), 
with Enrico Fermi taking side bets on 
the likelihood of “atmospheric ignition,” 
which would incinerate all of New 
Mexico. And the film’s best moment 
occurs after the bombs are dropped on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, ending the war, 
when Oppenheimer speaks to a jubilant 
crowd in Los Alamos. To the audience’s 
thunderously stamping feet and shouts 
of “Oppy! Oppy!” the physicist starts a 
conventional victory speech—“the world 
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‘This Is Our Opera’
 
An interview with Jake Heggie 

J ake Heggie is the composer of ten operas, including works 
based on Moby-Dick and It’s a Wonderful Life. His 
first opera, Dead Man Walking, with a libretto by Ter-
rence McNally and new staging by Ivo van Hove, will 
open the 2023–24 season of the Metropolitan Opera in 

New York later this month. It adapts a memoir by Sr. Helen 
Prejean, whose work as a spiritual advisor to inmates on death 
row and advocacy against capital punishment helped bring about 
a major revision to the Catechism of the Catholic Church under 
Pope Francis. Heggie spoke recently with Associate Editor Griffin 
Oleynick by Zoom. Their conversation has been edited for clarity 
and length. 
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GRIFFIN OLEYNICK: Dead Man Walking premiered 
more than two decades ago, at the War Memorial Opera 
House in San Francisco. It was your first opera—you’ve 
since composed nine more—and one that altered the course 
of your career. Take us back to that moment: How did the 
opera originate?

 
JAKE HEGGIE: I was actually working full time in the 
San Francisco Opera’s marketing and public-relations 
department when all of this unfolded in the early 1990s. I 
trained as a composer and pianist. But in the late eighties 
I developed focal dystonia—my right hand began curling 
into a fist. So I couldn’t play the piano, and I stopped 
composing. 

But my day job immersed me in the magic of opera. I 
heard the greatest singers in the world, and got to know them, 
too. That spark of creativity that had always been there sud-
denly started burning in me again.

I began writing songs for famous singers: Frederica von 
Stade, Renée Fleming, and Dawn Upshaw. They loved them, 
and performed them all over the world. I felt free and inspired. 
So I began composing like nobody’s business. I also got 
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Joyce DiDonato as Sr. Helen Prejean and Ryan McKinny as Joseph De Rocher in Jake Heggie’s Dead Man Walking
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‘THIS IS  OUR OPERA’

through the focal dystonia, thanks to the Dorothy Taubma 
technique, and began to play the piano again.

Before long, the general director of the San Francisco 
Opera asked me if I’d ever thought about writing an opera. 
I hadn’t, but when he offered me the opportunity to do so, 
I immediately said “yes.” I then met with Terrence McNally, 
a Tony-award-winning playwright, who suggested we adapt 
Dead Man Walking for the stage. I shivered, every hair stood 
on end—I could hear the music, the possibilities, solos, 
duets, choruses, etc. I was just thirty-six when Terrence 
and I got started. I never dreamed I’d have a career inside 
music. But here I was, in 1998, having gone from the PR 
department to composer-in-residence. 

I connected with Sr. Helen Prejean early on. She was 
very much on board, and remained active in the creative 
process. She gave us her blessing to use artistic license, to 
invent characters and change things for the stage. But she 
did have one request: that Dead Man Walking remain a story 
of redemption. 

 
GO: Dead Man Walking isn’t really about the politics of cap-
ital punishment, but about the big themes and emotions that 
have long been associated with opera: fear and vengeance, love 
and redemption, tragedy and hope. And the score is incredibly 
varied, containing everything from the influence of classical 
Italian opera to rock, blues, jazz, and spirituals. 

 
JH:  That’s right. I find it really boring when someone just 
tells me how I should feel about an issue or a subject, rather 
than letting me feel it and think about it for myself. So capital 
punishment is there in the background, raising the stakes to 
life or death at every moment. But Terrence’s libretto doesn’t 
give us an argument, it invites us into experience. There’s Sr. 
Helen’s naïveté and her crisis of faith, but also her connec-
tion with Joseph and the families of his victims. Her spiritual 
journey becomes ours, too. 

I love the film version of Dead Man Walking, but opera can 
take you deeper. You’re watching three-dimensional people go 
through it live, in front of you. And the performers sing without 
microphones, allowing you to feel the vibrations in your core. 

That’s how the songs came about, too—I felt them. Take 
Sr. Helen’s signature hymn, “He Will Gather Us Around,” 
which anchors the opera. I was in New York to meet with Ter-
rence, and as I was getting into a cab to leave for the airport, 
it just hit me—words, music, everything. Sr. Helen’s music 

changes, though, as she meets other characters. And their 
respective musical styles evolve and change as they encounter 
each other, as well. 

That’s what makes this opera work: it’s specifically Amer-
ican and contemporary, but also timeless and universal. 
Unfortunately, in this country, capital punishment is still 
a debate, and we increased our execution rate during the 
Trump years. The best operas are always timely: Mozart’s The 
Marriage of Figaro is about class systems, who gets what, and 
whose rights matter. That’s also true of Verdi’s La Traviata 
and Puccini’s La Boheme. But they’re also about more than 
that, and they continue to resonate. In Dead Man Walking, the 
moral dilemma is present from the start: Is Joseph a monster, 
or can he be redeemed?

 
GO: I want to ask you about the art form of opera itself. 
When most people think of opera, they’re not thinking of new 
works, or an “accessible” show. It seems like fans are wary of 
innovation, and critics are always declaring the opera to be 
dead. And yet this year the Metropolitan Opera will feature its 
highest number of contemporary operas ever. What explains 
this? Does opera have a future?  

 
JH: When I composed Dead Man Walking, it was maybe 
one of two or three world premieres that year. Now there 
are dozens every season. Debates about whether opera has 
changed tend not to be very interesting, because opera has 
always changed. Composers and librettists have worked 
with stories taken from controversial books and news head-
lines. And they’ve mined myths and legends—things people 
already knew, but might be able to feel or understand in 
a different way. Opera needn’t feel threatened by films or 
streaming—the form has reinvented itself constantly for four 
hundred years. And there’s every reason to suppose people 
will still gather in theaters to hear important stories sung 
by gifted singers centuries from now, certainly in a different 
way than now. 

The opera house itself is a sacred space. It’s a place for 
community, where we gather to experience these things 
together—and then there’s room for dialogue. The ritual 
of opera allows this to occur naturally, and that’s the bril-
liance of the way Terrence selected the story and wrote the 
libretto for Dead Man Walking. Most people already know 
something about it. They definitely have opinions about 
the morality of the death penalty. So it invites a kind of 

Sr. Helen gave us her blessing to use artistic license, to invent characters and change 
things for the stage. But she did have one request: that Dead Man Walking remain 
a story of redemption.



dialogue and conversation before people even walk into 
the theater. 

We can’t predict the future, but I see a lot of vitality. 
Opera will look and sound different, reinventing itself the 
same way that America has. That’s how it was in Italy in 
the nineteenth century—they laid claim to it, made it their 
own. So did the French, the Germans, and the Russians. 
And, I should add, the Americans. Look at Gershwin’s 
Porgy and Bess, or the work of composers Carlisle Floyd, 
Philip Glass, and John Adams. They’ve all done so much 
work to expand the form. And now there’s an explosion 
because opera companies have realized they can’t just 
depend on the status quo—they have to engage with con-
temporary society, or they’ll be left behind. 

That’s not to say we shouldn’t perform old operas—we 
should! But the way we stage and perform them is changing, 
and it only makes those works richer and more relevant. 
Most of all, what the opera needs is young people. But they 
have to own it—from the writing to the directing to the 
singing, even the unusual spaces in which they perform. 
They have to feel like it’s theirs, not their grandparents’. This 
is happening in cities all across the country—not just New 
York, but Philadelphia, Chicago, San Francisco, Houston—
and it’s very smart. 

The opera world is precarious if it only clings to what it 
has been. But there’s so much happening now, and it’s very 
exciting. If opera wants to attract a younger audience, it has 
to give young people something to get excited and care about. 
And that means exploring: not just appealing subjects, but 
actually making the performance an event. There’s no lack of 
interest in big musical events. Just look at this past summer’s 
Taylor Swift tour! 

There’s another important fact worth mentioning. Forty 
years ago, American schools began removing arts and music 
programs from elementary and middle schools. And that 
was a huge mistake, because the arts are essential to what 
makes us human. What are the humanities? They’re the 
things that humanize and connect us, that help us identify 
a shared vision. Defunding humanities programs has had a 
huge social cost.  

If we want opera to flourish, our first priority should be to 
get the arts and humanities back into public schools as quickly 
as possible. We should be focused on that, as on almost noth-
ing else. Young people are starved for this kind of stuff. They 
love everything opera contains: not just the music, but the 
different kinds of singing and acting, the movement and cos-
tumes and set design. But we have a couple of generations 
that have been deprived of it—they haven’t experienced it 
and don’t know why it matters. But it does matter, and we 
need to do a better job of letting people know that the opera 
house is their community center, too.

 
GO: Speaking of new operas, this fall your most recent opera, 
Intelligence, is having its world premiere at Houston Grand 
Opera. Tell us about it. 
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JH: Yes, this is my fourth big project with them. They’re 
known for surprising themes and different ways of present-
ing things. I don’t like to just repeat myself as a composer, 
either—the scores of Dead Man Walking, Moby-Dick, and It’s 
a Wonderful Life each engaged different parts of my creativity, 
and sound very different as a result. 

Intelligence began taking shape eight years ago. That’s 
when I first heard the story of two Richmond women—
Elizabeth Van Lew and Mary Jane Bowser—who ran a pro-
Union spy ring during the Civil War. It’s an incredible story: 
Van Lew was from an aristocratic family, and Bowser was 
an educated slave with a photographic memory. Together 
they helped turn the tide of the war. The story captivated 
me, and I haven’t been able to let go of it since. We’re going 
to tell it with dance, led by our director and choreographer 
Jawole Willa Jo Zollar, founder of the Brooklyn company 
Urban Bush Women. And it will be voiced by some of the 
greatest opera singers in the world, with beautiful set and 
production design.

But this is what opera is supposed to be, at its best: the 
creation of great beauty, compelling drama, and possibility. 
It’s not about winning or losing, as if opera were a sports 
contest. It’s about everybody—composers, librettists, cast, 
musicians, crew, even the audience—working together at 
the highest level possible. There’s a way in which everyone 
involved actively participates in the building of something 
that exceeds them individually. The stakes are incredibly 
high, because if anyone is off, it affects the whole production. 
A great night of opera, when it happens, is incredible—a 
miracle, really. 

 
GO: I imagine it must be somewhat difficult to attend pre-
mieres of operas you’ve composed and not be able to control 
the performance—you’re not a conductor, for instance, so you 
won’t be conducting the Metropolitan Opera’s opening night 
performance of Dead Man Walking. What’s it like to watch 
your creation unfold under such intense circumstances? 

 
JH: For some people, it’s nerve-wracking. But for me, I am 
just there to send the most positive, supportive wishes I pos-
sibly can to everyone involved. Because it’s not about me at 
all, it’s not my night. It’s something I put on paper and then 
let go—it’s up to the performers to see what it means to them, 
to create something in the moment. All of my energy goes to 
supporting them so they can have the best night possible, to 
do work they’re proud of. 

But it’s bigger than any single performer. Opera creates a 
powerful vibration, something truthful that resonates with an 
audience. That’s why we’re all there—and that’s why I never 
say “this is ‘my’ opera.” Because it literally takes a village. And 
it creates a village. It becomes “our opera,” this thing that’s 
out there that everyone takes ownership of, makes their own. 
Because when something works in a theater, that’s what makes 
all the rehearsals and revisions and cuts worth it—that’s what 
I love more than anything. 
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G rowing up, I learned to 
approach death and the afterlife 
not with dread but with a sense 
of excitement. Every April, my 

extended family—like many throughout 
the Chinese diaspora—observed the 
Confucian holiday of Tomb Sweeping 
Day. We would gather at Green-Wood 
Cemetery in Brooklyn to visit the graves 
of my paternal grandfather and several 
other relatives. First, we’d tidy up the 
greenery around their tombstones, add 
fresh flowers, and lay out elaborate pic-
nics of food and wine above their graves. 
Then, we’d burn incense sticks and 
spirit money so they could buy items 
they’d need in heaven. A whole roasted 
pig was also part of the picnic offerings. 
It’s a common practice of this tradition, 
one we still observe to this day.

No matter where it’s celebrated, 
Tomb Sweeping Day is a joyous, festive 
occasion, not at all somber. Children 
laugh as they chase each other around 
the graves. Adults share stories about 
their departed loved ones while eating 
their fill of tasty dishes. The food and 
flowers and incense are offerings to the 
dead, but so are the laughter and con-
viviality among those gathered. They 
are channels through which those bur-
ied beneath are reintegrated into the 
community above. 

Death Is Not the End, on view at New 
York City’s Rubin Museum until January 
14, 2024, is also a kind of offering, gently 
inviting visitors to ponder their ambiv-
alence surrounding this ineluctable fea-
ture of human existence. The show gath-
ers fifty-eight works of Tibetan Buddhist 
and European Christian art from across 
twelve centuries, gracefully illuminating 
how the two religions understand death 
and the afterlife. (As a cross-cultural 
religious person, the show felt deeply 
personal to me; I am Christian, my 
parents are Buddhist, and together we 
observe many traditions of Chinese folk 
religion, which draws from Taoism, Con-
fucianism, and Buddhism.) Instead of 
dwelling on differences, curator Elena 
Pakhoutova has thoughtfully organized 
these beautiful prints, paintings, and rit-
ual objects around three major themes 
that the two religions hold in common. 

There’s “The Human Condition,” which 
emphasizes the inevitability of mortal-
ity that awaits all living beings; “States 
In-Between,” addressing ideas of purga-
tory, limbo, and the bardo; and “(After)-
life,” centered on images of resurrection, 
transformation, and heaven.

Circle and orb motifs recur through-
out the show, visually linking many of 
the works on view. One of the most 
magisterial appears in Wheel of Life, 
a nineteenth-century Buddhist scroll 
painting featuring Yama, the Lord of 
Death. For those new to Buddhism, this 
allegorical work is an indispensable pic-
torial guide to one of its central ideas: 
reincarnation. Here Yama’s appearance 
is imposing as he stares directly out at 
viewers with three bulging eyes. His 
head is piled high with spiraling locks 
and crowned with a garland of skulls. 
A tiger-skin garment drapes down his 
thighs while gold circlets adorn his 
ears and ankles. Green serpents writhe 
around his shoulders and shins.

Yet Yama is quite literally eclipsed by 
the enormous round disk that he lifts 
with his taloned fingers. This is the titu-
lar Wheel of Life, a representation of the 
Buddhist belief in samsara, the repetitive 
cycle of birth, death, and rebirth that all 
living things must undergo. From the 
central hub to the outer rim, the wheel 
is divided into four circular sections 
illustrating the myriad figures, realms, 
and states of consciousness that propel 
the wheel’s rotation. At the center of the 
wheel we find three symbolic animals. 
The pig, snake, and rooster represent 
ignorance, anger, and desire—what 
Buddhism understands as the three root 
causes of suffering. Beyond this central 
hub lies a bisected black-and-white cir-
cle featuring a parade of human figures 
performing a spectrum of virtuous and 
non-virtuous actions. According to Bud-
dhist belief, each living being’s karma—
the sum total of actions in the present 
and previous lifetimes—can determine 
the status of their next rebirth. 

The next section of the wheel is the 
widest and most densely illustrated. It 
features deities, humans, and animals 
inhabiting six different landscapes. 
Some of the landscapes are filled with 

XIAO SITU 

Dancing 
Around Death
‘Death Is Not the End’
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Tibet or Mongolia, 
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creatures and grotesque mechanisms 
occupying this crowded, chaotic realm. 
Visually, Christ’s orb echoes the circular 
mandalas, or divine abodes, that house 
the All-Knowing Buddha in a series 
of paintings belonging to the Sarvavid 
Album (eighteenth to nineteenth cen-
tury). In one of these, “Liberation from 
Hell,” the Buddha sits cross-legged in 
a golden sphere surrounded by clouds. 
From his hand emanates a trail of white 
light that reaches down into hell, freeing 
the deceased from unfortunate rebirths.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, skeletal 
imagery is also ubiquitous through-
out Death Is Not the End. One of the 
most striking examples is a carved 
ivory miniature of German or Nether-
landish origin that takes the form of a 

worm-ridden skull (1500–1550). Origi-
nally, this macabre sculpture functioned 
as a memento mori and prayer bead. 
Those who held this object in their 
hands and traced its many bumps and 
crevices with their fingers would have 
been reminded of the material reality 
and eventual decay of their own mortal 
bodies. Nestled in prayerful palms, this 
sculpture likely compelled believers to 
reflect on—and perhaps revise—their 
decisions and actions in life.

Skeletons likewise appear frequently 
in Buddhist art, but with a radically dif-
ferent emphasis from their Christian 
counterparts. Here, they appear most 
frequently as Smashana Adipati, Lords 
of the Charnel Grounds. According to 
Buddhist traditions, Smashana Adipati 

thick clouds or frothy waves. Others are 
populated by architecture or verdant trees 
and mountains. This ring represents the 
six realms into which a living being can 
be reborn: the realm of gods, demigods, 
humans, animals, hungry ghosts, and 
hell. Finally, the wheel’s outer rim depicts 
human figures in the process of being 
reborn. The whole thing is punctured by 
Yama’s sharp fangs—a mordant reminder 
that all existence is conditioned by death.

A similar circle motif appears in 
Pieter van der Heyden’s 1561 engraving 
of The Descent of Christ into Limbo. Here 
Christ appears to float within a lumi-
nous orb as he enters the underworld to 
save the souls trapped there. The bub-
ble acts as a kind of pure, protective 
shield against the horde of fantastical 
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Pieter van der Heyden, The Descent of Christ into Limbo, c. 1561

DANCING AROUND DEATH



virtue of sharing in the same discussion. 
Too often, if and when we acknowledge 
death at all, we think of it in strictly 
negative terms. That’s not to dismiss 
the grief of loss, or the tragic finality 
of mortality. But our culture exhibits 
an increasingly pathological insistence 
on living forever, heedless of any and 
all restraints—just think of the compul-
sive consumerism championed by Jeff 
Bezos, or the techno-utopianism prop-
agated by Mark Zuckerberg and Elon 
Musk. It’s not difficult to see how it all 
might come crashing down. 

Such resistant attitudes toward 
death are not just unsustainable. They 
also rob us of opportunities to cultivate 
compassion and solidarity, to hold atti-
tudes and perform actions rooted in the 
recognition of our common vulnerabil-
ities and limitations. The never-ending 
extension and maximization of life for 
its own sake actually leaves us with a 
much poorer version of human life—
one in which mutual care, interde-
pendence, and communion have been 
squeezed out and shunted aside. 

Both Christianity and Buddhism, the 
Rubin show reminds us, have abundant 
resources for thinking more fruitfully 
and holistically about death. All the more 
so when they partner together instead 
of remaining siloed off from each other. 
There’s a reason both make ample use of 
the circle, a shape that symbolizes conti-
nuity and connection. It’s true that one 
day, we are all going to die. But we need 
not assume that we go through death 
alone, or that it gets the last word. 

 
XIAO SITU is an art historian and religious 
scholar based in New York City. 
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inhabit cremation grounds and perform 
rapturous, joyful dances among the 
dead bodies. In two paintings, as well 
as in a terracotta sculpture and carved 
wooden table (eighteenth to nineteenth 
centuries), Smashana Adipati don gar-
lands of skulls and wear colorful acces-
sories around their heads and bodies. 
Their arms and legs are intertwined as 
they shake and romp in harmony. Sur-
rounded by flames, they celebrate liber-
ation from attachment to self and body. 
More important, though, is the fact that 
they dance and celebrate on behalf of the 
dead, not against them. Like members 
of my family on Tomb Sweeping Day, 
here the Smashana Adipati are helpers.  

In a practice called chod (“cutting 
the ego”), Buddhists visit cremation 
grounds to meditate, recite verses, and 
invoke blessings on behalf of the dead. 
Sometimes they wear or use ritual imple-
ments made of bone—aprons, crowns, 
bracelets, drums, trumpets—to aid 

their practice. The practitioners engage 
in these rituals to ensure good rebirths 
for the dead, to liberate those who are 
trapped in hell, or to aid them through 
the bardo, the intermediate realm where 
each dead being’s consciousness resides 
while awaiting rebirth.

At the end of the exhibit there’s an 
interactive station where visitors are 
encouraged to perform a little ritual 
of their own. Prompts at a small table 
with chairs, pencils, and cards invite 
responses to the following questions: 
Tell us how death might not be the end. 
What is rebirth to you? Describe your 
perfect afterlife. How does believing—or 
not believing—in the afterlife impact how 
you live? Museum staff then pin up the 
cards along clotheslines against the wall 
so that others can read the responses.

Although I don’t personally know 
any of the visitors who replied to 
the prompts, I enjoyed reading their 
responses and felt a bond with them by 

Smashana Adipati (Lords of the Charnel Ground), Tibet, eighteenth century

Our culture exhibits 
an increasingly pathological 
insistence on living forever, 
heedless of any and all restraints.

Want to discuss this article in 
your classroom, reading group, or 
Commonweal Local Community? 
A free discussion guide is available 
at cwlmag.org/discuss



“A s it is with candles, so it 
was with him: the more 
light he gave, the less there 
was of him.” This is how 

the novelist Charles Johnson imagines 
Martin Luther King Jr., a man whose 
self recedes as his commitment to the 
struggle for justice deepens. At the start 
of his public life, King put on a mask 
when he entered the spotlight; in the 
years immediately preceding his death, 
at age thirty-nine, there was nothing 
left except the mask. King the man was 
hardly there at all.

In Dreamer, Johnson’s 1998 novel 
inspired by King’s final months, the 

civil-rights leader takes a body double who embraces all that 
is human in a way that King the icon cannot. Where King is 
earnest, his body double is crude and cynical; where King is 
stoic and selfless, the other is flagrantly egotistical. Yet the two 
men so resemble each other that audiences cannot distinguish 
them: King becomes two men at once, holy and profane.

What Johnson conjured in fiction, Jonathan Eig meticu-
lously documents in his new biography of King. The steadfast 
moral beacon whose image is now chiseled in stone on the 
National Mall was actually troubled and all too human. Appre-
ciating the folds of King’s character ought to inspire us to 
appreciate his leadership more, not less—so Eig would have it.

King liked to do impressions of his colleagues. He liked 
to tell jokes and to play jokes. In Memphis, just before his 
assassination, he called his mother and passed the phone to 
his brother mid-sentence, trying to trick her. (She noticed.) 

How We Misremember MLK
VINCENT LLOYD

KING 
A Life
jonathan eig 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
$16.99 | 688 pp.
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Martin Luther King Jr. speaks at a press conference on June 8, 1964.
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King could be lighthearted, but he was 
also dragged into melancholy, what 
today would likely be diagnosed as 
clinical depression. He was hospital-
ized for one of these spells when he 
learned he was awarded the Nobel 
Prize; he conducted a press conference 
from the hospital auditorium. 

While King famously proclaimed, in 
his final speech, that God had allowed 
him to go to the mountaintop and 
glimpse the promised land, Eig shows 
that in reality it was his wife Coretta 
who enabled and guided the great ora-
tor’s moral ascent. She was an activist 
before he was; she was outspoken on 
Vietnam before he was; she was forever 
giving him confidence when his spirits 
wavered. Plus, she was birthing and car-
ing for four children and an extraordi-
narily busy household on a tight budget. 
(King donated all of his speaking fees 
to civil-rights work.) At the civil-rights 
movement’s height, Coretta traveled fre-
quently to sing at rallies, always check-
ing in to make sure her children made it 
to their extracurriculars. When King was 
called away from the founding meeting 
of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference, Coretta filled in for him.

As a father, King was engaged and 
playful—when he was around. He trav-
eled so much that his young son, Martin 
Luther King III, longed to be a pilot 
when he grew up so they could travel 
together. When King was in Atlanta, a 
typical day included an hour or two in 
the evening with his family before he 
was off again, sometimes to a colleague’s 
home to strategize, sometimes to one 
of his lovers’ homes. Among his inner 
circle, King’s adultery was no secret. 
Coretta found out, too, if not from gos-
sip, then from the tape recording that 
the FBI sent, though she was reluctant 
to believe that King was unfaithful.

Using newly released records from 
the FBI, Eig demonstrates how what 
started as J. Edgar Hoover’s usual obses-
sion with chasing Communist shadows 
transformed into an obsession with 
King’s sex life. How different the media 
norms were in those days: despite the 
FBI shopping evidence of King’s adul-
tery to many outlets, including those 

unsympathetic to King, the story never 
made it into print. The personal life of 
political figures was off limits.

O ne way we misremember King 
is to erase his humanity, mak-
ing him all holy, all the time. 

Another way we misremember King is 
to mishear his message. It is tempting 
to focus on his famous phrases that 
sound uplifting and uncontroversial. 
This means turning away from King’s 
own books and most of his articles, ser-
mons, and speeches to focus primarily 
on his immortal oration delivered in 
1963 before the Lincoln Memorial. 
Before two hundred thousand mostly 
Black marchers, King spoke of “the 
solid rock of brotherhood,” the need 
to reject “drinking from the cup of 
bitterness and hatred,” and the day 
when children “will not be judged by 
the color of their skin but by the con-
tent of their character.” In short, it is 
tempting to read King as an advocate 
for interracial solidarity and for color-
blind public policy. 

Moderates and conservatives who 
imagine themselves to be championing 
King’s vision today perform a sleight-
of-hand. They take King’s opposition to 
racism and his vision of a future with-
out it to mean that he believed race is 
an aspect of the human condition that 
we ought to ignore. But this conclusion 
is absurd: King was a Black preacher, 
promoting justice for Black Americans, 
facing opposition not only from avowed 
white supremacists but also from white 
moderates (the addressees of his “Letter 
from Birmingham Jail”). The Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference, led 
by King, was designed to be a Black-
led organization with white allies only 
in supporting roles. 

The reason King is so frequently 
misread has less to do with his Black 
identity than with his Christian identity. 
Because he was a Christian, not only a 
preacher but a theologian, he was able 
to keep two time horizons in mind at 
once. There is God’s time, so far in 
the future that we can only access it in 
our dreams. In that dream-time, as he 

proclaimed to the crowd, “little Black 
boys and Black girls will be able to join 
hands with little white boys and white 
girls as sisters and brothers.” But that is 
not the time in which mere mortals live, 
and it is not the time in which politics 
operates. In this more familiar, worldly 
sense of time, Black folks need to join 
together to build political power and to 
lead attacks on racist laws and practices. 
When the phrase came into vogue, King 
had no trouble joining in the chorus 
shouting, “Black is beautiful.” 

For King, that mysterious realm of 
the divine conjured in dreams is teth-
ered to the practical realities of our 
world by natural law. Human nature 
makes accessible some parts of God’s 
law, and we notice that God’s law is 
contrary to the world’s law—for exam-
ple, to the laws of the state of Alabama 
that required segregated seating on 
public transportation. From the initial 
mass meeting in Montgomery, when 
King stepped into the spotlight for the 
first time, he invited his audience to 
notice the mismatch between human 
and divine law, and to respond with 
collective action. In short, King was not 
advocating for race-blind public policy; 
he was advocating for an end to racist 
policies because they had no place in 
the Kingdom of God. To move in the 
right direction, toward that Kingdom, 
often requires race-conscious policies, 
and racial pride.

Some progressive devotees of King 
distinguish a later, “radical” phase in his 
political career, a phase that often corre-
sponds to a shift in his primary audience 
from Black Christians to white secular-
ists. But Eig shows that this narrative is 
too simple. Throughout his public career, 
King spoke and wrote as a Black Chris-
tian. His push for economic and housing 
justice in the last years of his life, which 
took a toll on his national popularity, was 
motivated by his belief that poverty ran 
against God’s law. The same was true of 
his opposition to the Vietnam War, which 
sunk his popularity even more. The way 
these convictions flowed from King’s 
Black Christianity was not always explic-
it: as his fame grew, he was surrounded 
by aides and ghostwriters who shared 
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King’s political conclusions but were 
uncomfortable with his theological rea-
soning. Indeed, Eig reminds readers that 
King’s most famous speech on Vietnam, 
delivered at Riverside Church in 1967, 
was composed almost entirely by others.

King persisted in his convictions even 
when they weakened his standing in the 
eyes of the public. He rejected worldly 
political calculus as the final criterion 
of what course of action to pursue. For 
him, God had the last word, not human 
beings. It is incomplete to say that King 
held true to his convictions. He held true 
to God, and his moral convictions fol-
lowed from that faith.

Today, in a significantly more secular 
cultural context, racial-justice advocates 
sometimes struggle to explain why we 
should step beyond the demands of 
worldly political calculus. If “abolish 
the police” polls badly, wouldn’t it make 
sense to substitute another slogan, 
another policy goal? But then again, 
the slate of racial-justice issues today is 
quite different from the issues faced by 
King and his cohort.

Or is it? Eig is particularly effective 
at gently reminding readers that there 
are striking parallels between the way 
racial justice was framed in the 1950s 
and ’60s and the way it is framed in 
the 2010s and ’20s. In his 1963 book 
Why We Can’t Wait, King called for rep-
arations for the unpaid wages Black 
Americans should have earned during 
slavery. At a Chicago press conference 
in 1965, King talked about the way that 
contemporary racial inequities were a 
continuation of the U.S. slave system. 
After the 1966 Watts uprising, King told 
Mike Wallace that “a riot is the language 
of the unheard.” 

Particularly resonant is Eig’s remind-
er that demands to end police violence 
were at the heart of the civil-rights 
movement. Yes, protesters wanted an 

end to segregation, but what drew thou-
sands of protesters into the street and 
glued millions around the world to their 
television screens was police violence 
against unarmed Black Americans. And 
the police violence caught by cameras 
was only the tip of the iceberg: when the 
sun went down all over the South (and 
North), in cities and in the country, 
during traffic stops and in homes, police 
officers beat, maimed, and sometimes 
murdered Black Americans on the flim-
siest of pretexts. Police officers were 
cruel, but so was the rest of the osten-
sibly even-handed justice system. We 
forget that King was often arrested not 
for breaking the laws of segregation but 
for breaking court injunctions against 
protesting segregation. The whole system 
was rotten.

T he moral philosopher Susan Wolf 
once offered a provocation: we 
shouldn’t aspire to become moral 

saints. In fact, the life of the moral saint 
may be very far from the good life. If a 
moral saint is someone who tries to be 
as good as possible with every action 
they take, then their extreme cultivation 
of the moral virtues might crowd out all 
the non-moral virtues. The moral saint 
cannot enjoy good music, books, or 
wine; that would take time and energy 
away from helping others and bringing 
justice to the world. The moral saint 
would have to be earnest and humor-
less, for humor requires detachment 
from the pursuit of goodness. 

We are tempted to imagine King as 
a moral saint, exceedingly earnest with 
a single-minded focus on improving the 
world. That is not who King was. Nor 
does it describe Christian saints. It is 
only from a secularist perspective that 
saintliness is measured by maximiz-
ing good actions at each moment in 

time. In the hagiographical tradition, 
Christian saints have good days and 
bad days. They curse God and they 
repent. Their virtues battle their vices. 
Their saintliness comes about because 
of their commitment to bringing the 
shape of their life into conformity with 
the life of Christ, not moment-by-mo-
ment but as a whole. And saints neces-
sarily fail at this: a saint imitates Christ, 
but a saint is not Christ. Nonetheless, 
a saint provides inspiration for those 
who, similarly, wish to model their lives 
on perfect goodness.

At his best, King approached this 
sort of saintliness. He allowed his 
commitment to the kingdom of God 
to trump worldly interests without for-
getting about the world. He recognized, 
condemned, and mobilized against evil, 
whether it was the black and white of 
segregation laws or the insidious vice of 
moderation in the face of injustice. He 
used his unmatched gifts as an orator to 
move bodies and consciences.

At his worst, King forgot the dif-
ference between imitating Christ and 
becoming Christ. He took unseemly 
pleasure in redemptive suffering, which 
distracted from organizing for justice. 
He told his followers that the more pain 
they were in, the more justice would be 
achieved. When King embraced this 
fantasy of total selflessness, he turned 
to womanizing, he abandoned his fam-
ily, he turned melancholic. It was as if 
his quest for saintliness precipitated the 
crude body double that Charles John-
son imagined for him, the anti-King 
who would claim “All narratives are 
lies.… Words are just webs. Memory is 
mostly imagination.”

Jonathan Eig has written a biogra-
phy that points us to King at his best, 
to King convinced that words bear 
truth, that narrative moves us toward 
goodness, and that memory, well pre-
served, carries beauty that motivates 
and inspires. 

VINCENT LLOYD is professor of theology 
and religious studies at Villanova University. 
His most recent book is Black Dignity: 
The Struggle Against Domination (Yale 
University Press).

It is incomplete to say that King held true to his convictions. 
He held true to God, and his moral convictions followed 
from that faith.
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Helen Keller, 
Christian Socialist
NICK TABOR

I t was late 1952, and the World Council of Peace was 
organizing a conference in Vienna. Diplomats and left-
ist scholars planned to converge on the Austrian city to 
denounce America’s aggressive stance toward the Soviet 

Union, and to advocate for Joseph Stalin’s vision of a “peace-
ful coexistence” between the two. Just one month before 
the gathering, the organizers announced they had received 
an endorsement from an American icon: Helen Keller, then 
seventy-two years old.

Keller’s leftist sympathies were known to anyone who had 
been paying attention. For decades, she had publicly extolled 
Vladimir Lenin as one of the greatest figures of her time. More 
recently, though, people close to Keller had been urging her 
to keep those opinions quiet. In a New York Times profile occa-
sioned by her seventieth birthday, she seemed to take this 
advice, denouncing communism as “another kind of tyranny 
over human minds and bodies.” But as the historian Max 
Wallace writes in his trenchant After the Miracle: The Political 

AFTER THE 
MIRACLE 
The Political Crusades 
of Helen Keller

max wallace 
Grand Central Publishing 
$30 | 416 pp.

Crusades of Helen Keller, the Times article 
didn’t represent Keller’s true views. The 
profile was likely arranged by one of her 
powerful friends in the philanthropy 
world in a bid to rehabilitate her image. 

But Keller’s radicalism always tend-
ed to resurface. When her colleagues at 
the American Foundation for the Blind 
heard about her support for the Vienna 
conference, one of them dispatched a 
telegram to the others. For “GOD’S 
SAKE,” it read:

STOP ANY FURTHER ATTEMPTS ON 
THE PART OF HELEN KELLER OR 
ANYONE ELSE CONNECTED WITH 
THIS INSTITUTION TO WRITE ANY 
MESSAGE WHICH WOULD BE READ 
AT THE WORLD COUNCIL TO MEET 
IN VIENNA DECEMBER 10.

Ultimately Keller did agree to sign a 
clarification, asserting that she did not 
“believe in despotism in any form.” But 
she declined to offer a blanket denunci-
ation of Soviet Communism. 

Many decades later, there’s a dis-
connect in the way we remember Helen 
Keller. Her long, extraordinary career 
(she lived to be almost ninety) as an 
international activist was sustained by an 
incredible work ethic. She was so deep-
ly invested in politics that she routinely 
read newspapers in several languag-
es. She authored fourteen books, and 
delivered hundreds of speeches around 
the world. But for most of us, Keller’s 
name conjures a sentimental image of 
a six-year-old girl at a water pump, her 
teacher Annie Sullivan spelling out the 
word “water” on her palm as Keller 
experiences the first flash of linguistic 
revelation. That scene—popularized in 
the 1962 film The Miracle Worker—puts 
Sullivan at the center of the story of 
Keller’s life, and makes Keller a passive 
recipient, rather than an active agent, of 
social progressivism. One of the ques-
tions Wallace sets out to answer in After 
the Miracle is how that came to be. 

L eftist radicalism was hardly part of 
Keller’s birthright. She was born 
in northwest Alabama in 1880 to 

a wealthy family. Her father had been 
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a captain in the Confederate army and 
was distantly related to Robert E. Lee. 
He was also rumored to be the first Ku 
Klux Klan member in Alabama. But 
Keller was cut off from that environ-
ment at a young age. Annie Sullivan 
took over her education when Keller 
was six and brought her to the Perkins 
School for the Blind in Massachusetts 
the following year.

Keller was already famous by the 
time she reached adulthood. She was 
not the first deafblind person to learn 
to read and write, but the pace at which 
she acquired these skills, and the degree 
of her eloquence, was unmatched by 
others with her disabilities. By the time 
she was a teenager, she had spent time 
with William James, W.E.B. Du Bois, 
Mark Twain (who would become her 
dear friend), and Grover Cleveland. 

Keller announced her socialist views 
to the world in 1912, several years after 
her graduation from Radcliffe College 
at Harvard. In a profile first published 
in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and later 
syndicated across the country, Keller 
decried the “social blindness” of Ameri-
cans who failed to see “the fundamental 
conditions underlying relations between 
the workpeople and their employers.” 
When the reporter suggested that pov-
erty was applauded in the New Tes-
tament, Keller fiercely corrected him. 
When Christ said, “blessed are the 
poor,” she explained, he only meant 
they’d be blessed in the future as com-
pensation for their suffering.

W allace, a journalist-turned-his-
torian, has produced an eclec-
tic body of work. He’s pub-

lished volumes on Muhammad Ali’s 
fight with the Vietnam draft board, 
the death of Kurt Cobain, and Henry 
Ford and Charles Lindbergh’s support 
for the Nazis. Here his treatment of 

Keller’s politics is deft and thorough; 
it’s also sympathetic. As Wallace shows, 
there’s been a tendency, going back to 
Keller’s earliest activist days, to dismiss 
the radicality of her views in ableist 
terms—that is, by suggesting that Keller 
couldn’t think for herself. Like scholar 
Kim Nielsen, author of the 2004 book 
The Radical Lives of Helen Keller, Wallace 
simply takes Keller at her word.

The 1910s were Keller’s busiest 
decade as an activist. She campaigned 
for women’s suffrage and against 
America’s entry into the First World 
War. In both cases, her explanations 
were rooted in economics: she hoped 
that giving women the ballot would 
lead to socialism, and she denounced 
the conflict in Europe as a “capitalistic 
war,” calling for a “general strike” to 
halt war preparations. Her socialism, in 
turn, was grounded in her faith. From 
age sixteen onward, Keller was devoted 
to the teachings of the Swedish mystic 
Emanuel Swedenborg, whose devotees 
had long been linked with Christian 
socialism. Later in life Keller referred 
to Christ as “Him who stood with the 
oppressed and the defrauded.” Her 
faith also informed her advocacy for 
civil rights. “How dare we call ourselves 
Christians?” she asked in an open let-
ter to the NAACP in 1916, noting the 
prevalence of lynchings that took place 
in the South. “The outrages against the 
colored people are a denial of Christ.”

Wallace’s account is hardly a hagi-
ography, though. Keller’s worst moral 
blunder also occurred in the 1910s—a 
glaring departure from her usual stance 
of compassion. In 1915, Keller voiced 
support for eugenics. Writing in a Pitts-
burgh newspaper, she defended the 
decision of a surgeon and a mother to 
let a disabled newborn die in the hospi-
tal, rather than performing a dramatic 
surgery to save the boy’s life. Wallace 
isn’t the first to point out that such 

views were not uncommon among the 
Progressive Era’s socialist Left. They 
developed out of an idealistic—but 
horribly misguided—sense that eugen-
ics could alleviate suffering in future 
generations. Keller’s comments follow 
this idealistic tack, describing the sur-
geon’s decision as a “service to society” 
as well as to the child, who she said was 
“spared from a life of misery.” There’s 
an undeniable cold-bloodedness in her 
remarks. (Keller did later reverse his 
stance on eugenics, and was among 
the first Americans to denounce Henry 
Ford for his anti-Semitism.)

K eller worked tirelessly as a 
young woman, but her projects 
didn’t always produce financial 

rewards. Money was often a problem, 
and she was sometimes forced to make 
compromises to support herself and 
Sullivan. On one level, she resented 
modern philanthropy as it was prac-
ticed by the Carnegies and Rockefel-
lers, seeing their largesse as a symptom 
of the political and economic ills that 
concentrated wealth in the hands of a 
few. “I regard philanthropy as a tragic 
apology for the wrong conditions under 
which human beings live,” Keller wrote 
to a friend in 1944. At the same time, 
she couldn’t help but depend on it in 
her own life. A Standard Oil executive 
had helped fund her college education, 
and in 1912, she reluctantly start-
ed accepting a $5,000 yearly stipend 
from Andrew Carnegie. (Ironically, 
this money went a long way toward 
supporting her radical activism.)

In 1924, Keller herself started work-
ing in philanthropy full time as the chief 
fundraiser for the American Foundation 
for the Blind (AFB). This marked the 
end of her political activity for some fif-
teen years. Whether her silence regard-
ing politics was a condition imposed on 
her or a decision she made voluntarily 
is impossible to know, Wallace argues. 
Either way, the effect was the same.

Another of the strengths of Wal-
lace’s book is the light it shines on 
Keller’s political resurgence during 
the 1940s. Even leftists have tended 

BOOKS

Considering the efforts made to soften Keller’s public image 
throughout her life, it’s hardly surprising that her radical 
politics are little remembered.
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to overlook this part of her biogra-
phy. When the labor historian Philip 
Foner compiled a selection of Keller’s 
political writings for a Marxist press 
in 1967, most of his selections were 
drawn from the years between 1911 
and 1925. “This roughly fifteen-year 
chapter of her life has often been por-
trayed as a ‘phase’ that Helen eventual-
ly outgrew,” Wallace writes. Even Niel-
sen had concluded that Keller became 
a “cold war liberal” later in life.

Wallace, by contrast, makes a per-
suasive case that Keller’s views never 
really changed—if anything, she moved 
further to the left. Though Keller crit-
icized Stalin, and described the Mos-
cow Show Trials of 1936 as “sicken-
ing,” she remained sympathetic to the 
Soviet project. In 1945, Keller visited 
the Soviet consulate in Manhattan to 
celebrate the twenty-eighth anniversa-
ry of the Bolshevik revolution. “Final-
ly I am on Soviet Soil,” she said upon 
entering. Based on Keller’s changing 
attitudes toward World War II—she 
had opposed American intervention 
in 1940, then changed her mind in 
1941 after Germany invaded the Sovi-
et Union—Wallace argues that Keller 
must have been a Fellow Traveler, an 
unofficial member of the Communist 
Party USA. (1941 was also when the 
American Communist Party reversed 
its stance on the war.)

Ultimately, Keller’s duties at the 
AFB reined in her politics yet again. 
In the late 1940s, it was widely report-
ed that Keller was being investigated 
by the House Un-American Activities 
Committee. This put the AFB lead-
ership on edge, since it threatened 
their fundraising. Together with AFB 
trustees, the director effectively halted 
Keller’s political work in the late 1940s, 
according to documents Wallace cites.

C onsidering the efforts made to 
soften Keller’s public image 
throughout her life, it’s hard-

ly surprising that her radical politics 
are little remembered more than five 
decades after her death. To a large 
extent, her legacy has been shaped 

by the same economic forces that she 
railed against for so many years.

Show-business executives were 
perennially drawn to Keller. For obvi-
ous reasons, they preferred to frame her 
life as a simple story about overcoming 
disabilities, not as an ongoing struggle 
against capitalism, sexism, and racism. 
This pattern took hold as early as 1919, 
when the silent film Deliverance was 
released. It culminated in 1962, when 
The Miracle Worker netted two Acade-
my Awards: Anne Bancroft won Best 
Actress for her portrayal of Annie Sul-
livan, and Patty Duke won Best Sup-
porting Actress for playing Keller. 

But as Wallace argues, the mov-
ies are not uniquely to blame for 
obscuring Keller’s socialism. Biogra-
pher Joseph Lash’s seminal Helen and 
Teacher also downplayed the evidence 
of Keller’s communist sympathies in 
the 1940s and ’50s—in some cases 
discarding material that went against 
his thesis. Wallace presents new evi-
dence that Lash had signed a contract 
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with the AFB, giving the organization 
editorial control over the biography 
in exchange for exclusive access to 
Keller’s papers. Later biographers 
simply accepted Lash’s characteriza-
tions at face value.

In exhuming Keller’s true politics, 
Wallace has given us a fuller picture 
of one of the twentieth century’s great 
Christian radicals. In his telling, Keller 
is notable for much more than her com-
municative abilities. Despite occasion-
al moral lapses, she lived a life of true 
integration. Her love of Christ; her cri-
tiques of capitalism, racism, sexism, and 
ableism; and her work as an activist—all 
of them, Wallace shows, came from the 
same place. 

NICK TABOR is the author of Africatown: 
America’s Last Slave Ship and the 
Community It Created, published by St. 
Martin’s Press. His work has appeared in 
the New York Times, the Washington Post, 
New York Magazine, Smithsonian, the Paris 
Review, and elsewhere.
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Wisdom for Any Season
LUKE TIMOTHY JOHNSON

T he risen Christ shows himself in 
the wounds of the world. This is 
the apparent paradox—actually, 
the heart of the good news—that 

organizes this set of thirteen reflections 
by the Czech priest Tomáš Halík. The 
essays were composed in 2008, and the 
preface to the English translation was 
written on Easter of 2020—most appro-
priately, for Halík’s thoughts center on 
the paschal mystery of death and resur-
rection, not as events of the past but as 
realities that challenge the present. 

The scriptural passage that grounds 
his thought is John 20:24-29: Jesus 
appears a second time to his gathered 
disciples and shows his wounds to the 
doubting Thomas, who declares, “My 
Lord and my God.” Halík draws the 
intended inference, that as the exalted 
Lord Jesus bears even in his resurrected 
body the wounds of his human suffer-
ing, so is he to be identified with the 
fresh wounds of suffering humanity. 
But in Thomas’s declaration of Jesus 
as “God,” another truth is disclosed: 
the Christian God is one who has in 
Christ identified himself fully with—has 
participated in—the suffering of all the 
world, and by doing so has enabled 
human wounds to be transformed.

Halík offers a vision of Christian 
existence that is kenotic and thorough-
ly anti-triumphalistic. He eschews the 
vision of “Christ the Victor” that he 
more than once associates with American 
“Evangelicals” and “fundamentalists,” 
who enthusiastically fill auditoriums with 
joyful noise. His starting point is rather 
the suffering that he has witnessed in his 
travels among the poor and oppressed 
of the world. But he observes that peo-
ple are not only wounded materially; 
the acute secularization of “advanced” 
societies has caused suffering of a more 
subtle but no less hurtful sort, the wound 
of the loss of meaning that makes it diffi-
cult even to speak of God.

TOUCH THE 
WOUNDS 
On Suffering, Trust, 
and Transformation

tomáš halík 
trans. by gerald turner 
University of Notre 
Dame Press 
$25 | 170 pp.

The multi-dimensional Halík combines the traits of the 
philosopher, sociologist, psychologist, theologian, and activ-
ist, and serves as the pastor of St. Salvador Parish in Prague. 
His many interests appear in various ways in the separate 
essays of this volume, as he engages in a number of intellectual 
debates (most of them involving his long-time sparring part-
ner, Nietzsche), and social commentary, alongside essays—
perhaps originally homilies—that focus on the fundamentally 
pastoral character of his theme.

The prose in most of the pastoral essays is unadorned 
and clear. Surely such clarity is not due to the translator, 
Gerald Turner, but to the homiletic instincts of Halík himself. 
In contrast, the four essays that are more obviously philo-
sophical or theological in the continental fashion—“Arcana 
Cordis,” “A Torn Veil,” “A Dancing God,” and “Worshipping 
the Lamb”—are difficult even for a reasonably knowledge-
able reader to appreciate. They clearly serve to give Halík 
the opportunity to position his thought within the universe 
of professional thinkers. But they are stylistically congested, 
clotted with technical terms (in Latin) and constant refer-
ence to intellectual authorities. They have the feel of academic 
exercises (perhaps even journal articles?) that seek more to 
display knowledge than to pursue wisdom.    

The simpler—and in my view also more profound—essays 
each offer readers a dimension of the wisdom that begins 

Caravaggio, The Incredulity of Saint Thomas, c. 1601

sa
n

sso
u

c
i pic

tu
re g

a
llery/

w
ik

im
ed

ia c
o

m
m

o
n

s

BOOKS



september 2023    67

with the fear of the Lord. These reflec-
tions have no trace of academic pos-
turing. They are themselves exercises 
in the kenotic theology that risks the 
vulnerability of naked thought exposed 
to public view, not unlike a body baring 
its wounds to the gaze of others. The 
opening essays, for example, “Gate of 
the Wounded” and “Without Distance,” 
form a set of Easter reflections, devel-
oping the distinctive witness of Thomas 
among Jesus’ disciples, namely to stand 
as witness between two kinds of “funda-
mentalist” assertions: the one from the 
side of believers that claims to possess 
God as “a given,” and the other from 
the side of atheists that claims “there 
is no God.” Thomas represents those 
who resist such flat reductions and see 
God as a possibility and a challenge, 
who find themselves in thought and 
action within a dialectic movement that 
includes doubt, rather than in a fixed 
position of certainty. 

A second set of essays focuses on the 
woundedness of humanity in its contin-
gent and alienated condition. In “Stig-
mata and Forgiveness,” Halík draws on 
another theme in the Johannine resur-
rection passage: the wounded (stigmat-
ic) Jesus sends Thomas and the other 
disciples to continue his own mission of 
forgiving sins by them in turn forgiving 
the sins of others. Halík reflects on the 
remarkable example of John Paul II seek-
ing out his would-be assassin and offering 
him forgiveness. Being wounded is not a 
basis for retreating from humanity or for 
seeking revenge. It is, rather, an empathic 
lens that allows the forgiveness of others, 
who are viewed as also wounded.

Similarly, “Knocking on the Wall” 
extends the theme of forgiveness to 
embrace intercessory prayer for those 
who have wounded us. This powerful 
essay takes its point of departure from 
the striking statement of Simone Weil 
(which also appears as an epigraph 
fronting the book): “Two prisoners 
whose cells adjoin communicate with 
each other by knocking on the wall. The 
wall is the thing that separates them 
but is also the means of communica-
tion. It is the same with us and God. 
Every separation is a link” (Gravity 

and Grace). Thus, Halík argues, being 
wounded is a threat to meaning, but 
it is at the same time an invitation to 
understand “meaning” at a still deeper 
level. And here he speaks of prayer as 
“God’s forge, in which we are to be, in 
the words of the gospel, remelted and 
forged into God’s instrument.” God’s 
answer to our prayers is to enable a 
faithful life of hope that extends love 
even to those enemies who do not will 
our good and even seek to harm us.

In two essays, the reader hears the 
voice of Halík as a critic of the secular 
worldview that distorts meaning and 
thereby wounds humans. In “Bodies,” 
he recounts the challenge he posed to 
the exhibition in European and Ameri-
can cities of the “artfully” preserved and 
posed cadavers of actual people present-
ed as masses of muscles and sinews and 
nerves, dead bodies in the simulacra of 
life. The exhibition drew massive crowds 
of the pruriently curious in the same 
locales where the display of crucifixes 
in the classroom had been forbidden. 
Halík’s essay exposes the “taboo-break-
ing” nature of the “educational” dis-
play and presents this objectification 
and commodification of the dead—
the cadavers are simply objects whose 
appeal lies only in the shock value they 
represent—in contrast to the mystery of 
death as celebrated by faith. Likewise 
focused on contemporary culture is “A 
Little Place for Truth,” which takes its 
origin in a televised conversation with 
politicians, when, off-camera, Halík 
asked his interlocutor whether there 
might be a “little place” for truth amid 
the conscious ideological position-tak-
ing at the heart of modern politics—a 
question met with incredulity. It is not 
simply that all discourse is regarded as 
relative, Halík notes, but that any ques-
tion concerning the truth in any context 
is regarded as an arrogant and hegemon-
ic power play. His essay probes the way 
in which disciples might “witness to the 
truth” in such a disordered world in 
imitation of Jesus, not with an arrogant 
assumption of personal possession, but 
in the humble posture of seekers. 

In “Wounds Transformed,” the 
themes of trust and transformation 

stated by the book’s subtitle are made 
explicit. Once more, the wounds of 
which he speaks are less those of phys-
ical hurt than of spiritual distress and 
alienation, from others whom we fear 
as enemies and from ourselves whom 
we don’t trust sufficiently to be honest. 
Halík connects the two: “The first step 
to healing the world’s wounds is our 
conversion, repentance, humility—or 
in everyday language: the courage to be 
truthful about ourselves.” The wounds 
in ourselves begin to be healed, trans-
formed, when they are accepted in 
trust. But what about the wounds that 
we have afflicted on others? Again, 
when we have made every effort to 
make amends and be reconciled, we 
must accept our finitude, “let go” what 
we have done, and place such wounds 
in the infinitely merciful hands of God.

The book’s final essay, “The Last 
Beatitude,” juxtaposes the eight beat-
itudes pronounced by Jesus to his 
disciples at the start of his ministry in 
Matthew 5:1-10 and the “beatitude” 
that Jesus pronounces in John 20:29 
in response to Thomas’s recognition 
of him as Lord and God: “Blessed are 
those who have not seen and yet have 
come to believe.” Halík reflects on the 
character of genuine faith as a lifelong 
fidelity to God’s call that inevitably 
involves moments of doubt like Thom-
as’s, but that is found most truly not 
“in what we ‘see’ or ‘think,’ or what our 
convictions are, but [in] our hopes, our 
faith, and our love. These are what we 
must prove and demonstrate, so that 
more light may penetrate the dark 
recesses of the world.”

Perhaps some readers will like most 
the essays in this book that demonstrate 
learning. My preference is for those 
essays that seek wisdom.They are the 
ones that make the book a fine resource 
for Lenten and Eastertide reading—or, 
for that matter, in any season when wis-
dom is sought. 

LUKE TIMOTHY JOHNSON is emeritus 
Woodruff Professor of New Testament and 
Christian Origins at the Candler School of 
Theology, Emory University, and a frequent 
Commonweal contributor.
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Do Catholic Colleges Have 
a Future?
NANCY DALLAVALLE

L ike every other sector of the econ-
omy, Catholic higher education 
is subject to the larger forces of 
finance, government regulation, 

and broad cultural, technological, and 
demographic changes. These changes 
cannot be ignored or mastered; at best, 
they can be navigated with whatever 
skill and vision are available. In Catho-
lic Higher Education and Catholic Social 
Thought, editors Bernard Prusak and 
Jennifer Reed-Bouley add another level 
of complexity to the challenges facing 
Catholic higher education: the clash of 
the common-good vision of Catholic 
social teaching with a regnant culture 
of neoliberalism, in which all aspects 
of higher education are viewed through 
the lens of market share and profit. 

CATHOLIC HIGHER 
EDUCATION AND 
CATHOLIC SOCIAL 
THOUGHT

ed. by 
bernard g. prusak and 
jennifer reed-bouley 
Paulist Press 
$34.95 | 271 pp.

Such a culture works better for some than for others. It is 
not news that your local Catholic college with an enrollment 
of around 1,500 undergraduates is scrambling. But how many 
know that Boston College’s endowment assets reached $2.47 
billion in 2019—exceeded, among Catholic schools, only by 
Notre Dame’s $11.32 billion. While Matt Mazewski’s con-
tribution to this collection is careful to document the full 
range between these two poles, many Catholic colleges and 
universities (CCUs) are clustered at the low end, leaving them 
with few defenses in the higher-ed arms race. This impacts 
the delivery of the social mission of Catholic schools on many 
fronts: they struggle to pay their faculty and staff a reasonable 
wage; they struggle to offer scholarship dollars that would 
stave off overwhelming debt for students in need; and they are 
vulnerable to pressures to curtail or close humanities depart-
ments in favor of STEM and professional majors.

Catholic social thought—first officially formulated by 
Pope Leo XIII in 1891 in response to the economic condi-
tions caused by the industrial revolution—has consistently 
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Graduates of Regis University in Denver during their commencement, April 30, 2022
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championed unions and other labor 
associations as a humanizing counter 
to modern capitalism. Most CCUs in 
the United States, however, have con-
sistently resisted unionization, argu-
ing that unions would subject them 
to government oversight and thereby 
infringe on their religious liberty. In 
his essay, Joseph A. McCartin reports 
that Georgetown University ($1.8 
billion in endowment assets in 2019) 
has found a way around this problem 
by implementing a model for “private 
election agreements that do not involve 
the government,” thus protecting the 
Jesuit university’s Catholic character 
while meeting the socially just call for 
a “union.” Because of its relative wealth, 
Georgetown is able to support the high-
er wages that result from unionization; 
unwilling or financially unable to fol-
low suit, most other CCUs fall back 
on “religious liberty.” McCartin lays 
out other important Catholic dimen-
sions of the labor question. Faculties 
are now divided into two camps: “cit-
izens” (tenured and tenure-track fac-
ulty) and “guest workers” (adjuncts). 
This painful fact is familiar to faculty 
members themselves, whose clarion 
calls for social justice tend to focus on 
the world “beyond campus gates.”

T he roots of Catholic social 
thought—its theological and 
anthropological basis—are often 

lost in campus discussions, which 
reduce it to a lightly christened version 
of secular social justice. Acknowledg-
ing that Catholic social thought all too 
often appears on the radar of Catholic 
higher education only as a “cudgel for 
faculty to wield against the administra-
tion,” the editors make their case for a 
much deeper appropriation of this tra-
dition. The formation of senior admin-
istrators and boards of trustees often 
lacks a robust theological dimension. 
New presidents of Catholic colleges 
now commonly signal their relation-
ship to the Catholic identity of their 
institution’s founding order simply by 
“showing the flag” as a fan of the tradi-
tion in question. This book could have 

done with even more strategizing about 
how to develop a deep leadership bench 
for the future—an incoming provost 
or president usually doesn’t have the 
time for this effort, given the practical 
demands of those roles. Administrators 
need guidance.

The contributors to this volume 
all understand that now is a critical 
moment for the Catholic character of 
these institutions, and that the failure 
to engage their Catholic mission is also 
a failure to engage some profound sys-
temic issues for higher ed in general. Tia 
Noelle Pratt and Maureen O’Connell 
explain the racial dynamics at CCUs 
not merely as “a reflection of contem-
porary dynamics of racism in higher 
education,” but also as a legacy of the 
Church’s own participation in racism. 
Before dismissing this claim, predom-
inantly white CCUs should ask them-
selves why it is that so many of them 
have gone from educating those at the 
margins, as they did in their early years, 
to a neoliberal strategy of consolidating 
the privilege of the already affluent. 
Similarly, as Michelle Gonzalez Mal-
donaldo notes, Latinos are significant-
ly underrepresented in Catholic higher 
education, yet they are the Church’s 
future: 60 percent of U.S. Catholics 
who are eighteen or younger are Latino. 
These young people are setting patterns 
and aspirations for their adulthood right 
now—and Catholic higher education is 
rarely on their radar. 

Maldonaldo argues that inclusive 
policies in higher education need to 
be intellectual as well as demograph-
ic. The writings of Ignacio Ellacuría, 
SJ, for example, should be studied as 
the work of an important scholar—it is 
not enough to celebrate him as a mar-
tyr. Pratt and O’Connell also call for 
Catholic colleges and universities to 
recognize the lives and contributions 

of Black Catholics in their curricula 
as a complement to the work of imple-
menting anti-racist policies. In this way, 
Catholic higher education would focus 
on the things it can impact the most: 
access to higher education for those dis-
advantaged by social forces, and schol-
arship that rigorously seeks to include 
the breadth of the human narrative.

Charting the movement of women 
into institutions that had previously 
been largely male enclaves, Reed-Bou-
ley and Catherine Punsalan-Manli-
mos trace a startling reversal: women 
students now outnumber men, both 
at secular and Catholic colleges. At 
the leadership level, however, there 
remains a gap that is not merely numer-
ical. Indeed, the foundational “Land 
O’Lakes” text, often cited as the key text 
for the institutional self-understanding 
of Catholic higher education in the 
United States, emerged from a bucolic 
retreat in 1967 that “excluded leaders 
from women’s institutions.” Institu-
tional reflection on Catholic higher ed 
has yet to recover from that exclusion. 
While women are moving into senior 
administrative roles, the pattern of 
men talking to other men as “the seri-
ous voices” continues to this day, with 
“women’s contributions…yet to be fully 
embraced, recognized or sought” in the 
conversation about Catholic leadership. 
(This volume is a welcome exception to 
that pattern.) In short, the old clerical-
ism may be gone, but the patriarchal 
attitudes remain.

Catholic social thought offers an 
alternative—a fresh way to introduce 
the Catholic character of CCUs. In 
early March of this year, a “Dinner 
with the Dean” for new tenure-track 
faculty in the liberal-arts college at 
my institution sought to introduce 
the Catholic sensibility by asking the 
new faculty members to reflect on 
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which reduce it to a lightly christened version of secular 
social justice.
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why their own scholarship, with all its 
disciplinary particularity, “matters” 
outside the walls of their department. 
The rich conversation led several of us 
to continue talking after the event was 
over. We pulled our chairs together to 
talk about the ramifications of artifi-
cial intelligence for our scholarship, 
including the questions AI raises for 
what it means to be human. That con-
versation would have been enhanced 
by a consideration of Vincent Miller’s 
contribution to this volume. Tracking 
both the ontological and epistemolog-
ical dimensions of Laudato si’, Miller’s 
essay highlights Pope Francis’s con-
cern with “the individual’s entangle-
ment within community and history.” 
That encyclical’s critical resistance to 
the “technological paradigm,” with its 
implications for humanism and schol-
arship, may be a more interesting and 
fruitful point of departure for a discus-
sion about the future of CCUs than 
another re-hash of Ex corde ecclesiae.

This approach might also help to 
counter the rising trend of “procedur-
alism” in departmental decision-mak-
ing. Anna Bonta Moreland and Mark 
Shiffman find that faculty have increas-
ingly shifted their focus to procedures 
and protocols because there is so 
much disagreement among them on 
the basic content and purpose of their 
disciplines. Administrators tend to do 
the same. This proceduralism may also 
reflect what Laura Nichols describes 
as a “decoupling” of mission, demo-
graphics, and institutional practice at 
CCUs. Nichols unpacks the data about 
Catholic higher education to show how 
market forces have pushed CCUs far 
from their original mission. To be clear: 
no one is suggesting that CCUs could 
or should go back to the way they were 
at their start; the question is how to live 
their mission now.

A month after that lively meeting 
with our first-year faculty, I sat 
in the same room for a meeting 

of the external board of advisors for my 
institution’s college of arts and sciences. 
Two hours of updates and a few spar-
kling student presentations later, this 
event ended exactly as the earlier facul-
ty session did, with several of us staying 
behind to talk more about AI—now in 
an atmosphere of heightened concern. 
Here is another opening for Catholic 
social thought to read and respond to the 
signs of the times. Is artificial intelligence 
going to be introduced in our schools 
with the same monetizing logic that 
already dictates so many administra-
tive decisions? Of course. What will that 
mean for the faculty and staff at Catholic 
colleges and universities? Will it change 
how we present our core curriculum, or 
the skills and habits we strive to cultivate 
in our students—among them, the abili-
ty to read and respond to a text critically, 
hands-on lab experience, a humanizing 
engagement with the arts?

A recent essay in the Chronicle of High-
er Education by a Columbia undergradu-
ate demonstrated how easy it is to use AI 
to assist, step-by-step, with an essay-writ-
ing assignment. The author claimed that 
AI was “doing his thinking for him.” This 
was not precisely true: what the article 
showed was a student with an already 
high level of literacy using AI to save time 
while producing sophisticated work. Not 
all my students are at that level, however, 
which is why teaching skills in writing and 
critical thinking are a primary focus of 
introductory courses in the humanities. 
Unless we are careful, this new iteration 
of the “technocratic paradigm” will tur-
bo-charge the strongest, best-prepared 
students while leaving the rest even fur-
ther behind. For many of them, AI will 
likely be more a means of escape—pow-
ering ever-more-seductive sports betting 

and “virtual girlfriend” apps—than an 
intellectual tool.

On April 13, the Sisters of Charity 
of New York voted to bring their con-
gregation to “completion.” Having 
faithfully provided decades of service, 
education, and prayer, yet recognizing 
that no new members had joined them 
for the past twenty years, they voted to 
close their congregation to new arriv-
als. Their story came to mind frequently 
as I read this book. What was remark-
able about it wasn’t the demographic 
trend to which the religious sisters were 
responding but the clear-eyed way they 
embraced the final pouring out of their 
common vision as they faced and read 
the “signs of the times.” In the near 
future, while some CCUs will have 
similar decisions to make, all Catholic 
colleges and universities will need the 
clarity and courage of these women as 
they face a challenging future. 

While more diagnostic than pre-
scriptive, Catholic Higher Education and 
Catholic Social Thought’s richly detailed 
contributions map the current fault lines 
that threaten Catholic colleges and uni-
versities. This collection emerged from 
a years-long collaboration known as the 
Catholic Social Thought Learning and 
Research Institute, and this reader could 
tell that the essays included here were not 
written in isolation from one another but 
developed out of an ongoing dialogue 
among the contributors. Editors Prusak 
and Reed-Bouley should be commended 
for this work of service for Catholic col-
leges and universities, which brings chal-
lenging questions to bear on our current 
moment while offering a useful template 
for the hard conversations ahead. 

Nancy Dallavalle is the director of the 
Center for Catholic Studies and special 
assistant to the dean of the College of Arts and 
Sciences at Fairfield University.

Faculty have increasingly shifted their focus to procedures and protocols because there is so 
much disagreement among them on the basic content and purpose of their disciplines.
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Self-Consciously Secular
DANIELE PALMER

T o describe Opus Dei as mundane would likely strike 
most readers as odd, if not perverse. After all, the 
group has been embroiled in controversy since its 
birth, attracting criticism for its secretive practices, 

its members’ collusion in Francisco Franco’s dictatorship in 
Spain, and its often rigidly conservative beliefs. But the most 
literal meaning of “mundane” is “of this world”; and this is 
how Opus Dei understands itself, and how it has come to 
describe its charism. The key to understanding this group is 
ordinary secularity.

Throughout the history of Christianity, the tension 
between this-worldliness and otherworldliness has drawn 
many boundaries and defined countless identities. For 
someone like Augustine of Hippo, the two poles were quite 
clear: the realm of the transcendent is the City of God, 
the land of the promise of eternity; and the secular—sae-
culum—is the time between now and the Second Coming, 

OPUS DEI 
A History
josé luis gonzález gullón 
and john f. coverdale 
Scepter 
$29.95 | 272 pp.

before the wheat is sorted from the 
tares. To be self-consciously secular, 
or mundane, is to consider oneself 
wholly and truly of this age.

And this is indeed how Opus Dei 
sees itself. In the two-volume Opus 
Dei: A History, two senior members 
of the group, José Luis González 
Gullón and John F. Coverdale, try to 
pin down the specific qualities that 
have given form to Opus Dei. And 
what they’ve come to see, nearly a 
century since the group was found-
ed, is that it’s inextricably tied to the 
ordinariness of this age, to “a mes-
sage that unites the human and the 
religious.” 
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O pus Dei was founded by the priest 
Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer 
in Spain in 1928. During the 

Spanish Civil War, its members consol-
idated their presence in the country and 
strengthened their grip on its cultural, 
political, and professional circles. Few 
Commonweal readers will be unaware of 
Opus Dei’s more than slightly unusual 
history. A novelty in the Church, it began 
garnering the approval of certain key fig-
ures, especially Popes Pius XII and John 
Paul II. This allowed it to grow from a 
small association of Spanish lay Catholics 
and a handful of priests to become a one-
hundred-thousand-strong “personal prel-
ature”—a special status in canon law that 
grants it jurisdiction over all its members, 
outside the geographical diocesan system.

Opus Dei’s rapid ascent has been 
regarded with suspicion both inside 
and outside the Church. Its members 
are known for being fervently outspoken 
about their positions on such contested 
social issues as abortion and same-sex 
marriage (positions, it should be said, 
which many ordinary Catholics outside 
Opus Dei share and which reflect offi-
cial Church teaching). Their belief in the 
rigid separation of the roles of men and 
women, with the latter being instructed 
by the group to serve the former, has 
led many to find them uncomfortably 
conservative, even reactionary. Yet this 
is not where they get the most flak.

Escrivá believed in the necessity of 
meeting God, and sanctifying oneself, 
within the ordinary responsibilities of 
everyday life. In concrete terms, this 
implied a total, wholehearted accep-
tance of the professions—forms of life 
distinctive of the modern age. Among 
the ranks of Opus Dei, it is common 
to find lawyers, bankers, academics, 
journalists, and politicians of signif-
icant status. Opus Dei prepares and 
guides its members to an extraordi-
nary extent. They all receive attentive 
spiritual formation based largely on 
Escrivá’s book The Way; many end up at 
one of the group’s well-funded colleges 
and universities, institutions that offer 
the subjects that make up the modern 
quadrivium: philosophy, law, econom-
ics, and communications.

All this is designed to help the mem-
bers of Opus Dei burrow deep into their 
workplaces—from banks and law firms to 
universities and government ministries—
and to make the most of their professional 
careers. As one member once told me, 
they demonstrate through their profes-
sional activities how the gifts of Christi-
anity are finely tuned by the instruments 
Opus Dei provides. A typical member of 
Opus Dei is a well-formed member of the 
professions with a well-articulated, albeit 
somewhat idiosyncratic, sense of what it 
means to be a modern Christian.

During the years of Franco’s dicta-
torship, many of his closest allies and 
ministers were members of Opus Dei. 
The opusdeístas, as their critics would 
call them, staffed many ministries and 
offices that kept alive one of Western 
Europe’s longest-lasting dictatorships. 
Yet as international commentators in 
the 1960s observed, these “ultra-Cath-
olic” technocrats were also instrumental 
in delivering Spain from its only partly 
industrialized, mostly agrarian past. The 
opusdeístas brought the country, kicking 
and screaming, into the modern world. 
For their allies within Franco’s regime, 
and those who still today hail them as 
the country’s modernizers, they are con-
sidered trailblazers of rationalized state-
craft and administration; to their critics, 
they were exploitative opportunists who 
instrumentalized Cold War free-market 
economics to keep Spain, morally and 
culturally, in a premodern limbo—a cri-
tique the authors of Opus Dei: A History 
don’t have much to say about.

The truth lies somewhere between 
the two. It would be absurd to deny that 
many opusdeístas were complicit in some 
of the most unsavory aspects of Franco’s 
regime, though many in Opus Dei write 
this off as more accidental than inten-
tional. González Gullón and Coverdale 
claim that there’s little in the political 
conduct of the opusdeístas that is specif-
ically attributable to their membership 
in Opus Dei. “All members,” they stress, 
“enjoy freedom in political and cultural 
matters.” All Opus Dei does, they insist, 
is fulfill a “purely spiritual and evange-
lizing purpose.” But the distinction here 
is too neat. Even if Franco’s Opus Dei 

allies were not exactly controlled by their 
spiritual advisors, the convictions that 
motivated their work certainly did arise 
from the whole group’s sense of what 
the modern world had to offer, and what 
needed to be changed.

González Gullón and Coverdale do 
venture some minimal reproaches of 
Opus Dei’s past leadership. In 1956, 
in preparation for his fifth government, 
Franco approached several leaders of 
Opus Dei, asking for their advice on 
ministerial appointments. This marked 
the beginning of the group’s intimate 
link with Franco’s regime. Acting on 
the counsel of the priest Antonio Pérez 
Hernández, a senior member of Opus 
Dei, many opusdeístas were brought into 
the Francoist fold. González Gullón and 
Coverdale admonish Pérez, writing that 
he “clearly violated” Escrivá’s wishes.

What the authors do not tell us is that 
Pérez had already made his aim clear two 
years before: “Ecclesiastical authority,” he 
declared at a 1954 conference attended 
by many of Spain’s political and religious 
leaders, “must have the possibility to pro-
duce legal effects.” Pérez would later leave 
Opus Dei and the priesthood in 1959, 
but two years later, in a speech marking 
the creation of the Opus Dei–run Uni-
versity of Navarra, Escrivá thanked Pérez 
for his work and praised his guidance in 
front of hundreds of students, parents, 
and noteworthy public figures.

Some of Opus Dei’s critics seem 
to miss what is most distinctive about 
the group. One may consider its moral 
views somewhat archaic, but it seems 
like a mistake to label a bunch of tech-
nically skilled financiers and politicos as 
premodern. The “mundanity” stressed 
by González Gullón and Coverdale 
offers a way out of this apparent contra-
diction. To embrace secularity implies, 
as Augustine would have it, giving one-
self to history, and more specifically to 
the age in which one lives. This is, in 
one sense, diametrically opposed to 
what some call the “Benedict Option,” 
whereby the faithful Christian retreats 
from the world and lives as a recluse in 
comfortably remote cloisters.

By contrast, to be of the age, or 
to give oneself to the ordinariness of 
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everyday life, requires that one not 
wholly repudiate those identities, val-
ues, and practices that make the pres-
ent what it is. Opus Dei began at one 
of Western Europe’s most significant 
junctures—when the sickly empires 
of early modernity gave way to inter-
national trade—and the group never 
tried to escape from the age to which 
it belonged: a modernity colored by 
the travails and hopes of an ascendent 
middle class. It had to learn the tricky 
moral and cultural steps of capitalism’s 
awkward dance with Christianity.

In one sense, Opus Dei’s modern 
mundanity can be summed up in Escrivá 
himself. Born into a middle-class fami-
ly with unrealized claims to nobility, his 
studies at the seminary were accompa-
nied by legal training. Even before his 
ordination, he believed it necessary to 
become a doctor of the law: jurispru-
dence, along with commerce, were the 
keys to society. Throughout his life, he 
would admire and praise figures capable 
of saving banks or lifting businesses out 
of bankruptcy. The luxurious decadence 
of the early-twentieth-century European 
nobility was denied him, but he did not 
look to the working classes and the move-
ments they created for inspiration. His 
conservatism, and that of the movement 
he founded, were typical of the striving 
middle classes intent on technical com-
petence and rational administration.

This formula didn’t change much in 
the 1960s and ’70s, years that marked 
Opus Dei’s international expansion. 
Though the group is now present in 
more than eighty countries, its institu-
tional culture remains similar to what it 
was from the start, a fact less surprising 
when one considers that almost half the 
group’s members are Spanish and over 
one-third reside in Spain. The language 
González Gullón and Coverdale use to 
describe the period during which Opus 
Dei went international underscores the 
consistent moral and cultural conserva-
tism of the group. Starting in the sixties, 
they write, many people began rejecting 
“a regulated world that sought econom-
ic prosperity.” Seduced by “neo-Marxist 
and Freudian ideas,” a “youth rebellion 
led to widespread public abuse of alco-

hol and drugs, as well as promiscuous 
sexual activity.” All these “excesses,” 
they comment, “were justified by a per-
ceived right to self-satisfaction.”

M any have noted that you won’t 
find many members of Opus 
Dei defending society’s poor-

est and most marginalized. That may 
be true, but then it’s equally hard to 
find great numbers of non-Catholic 
white-collar professionals latching onto 
causes that do not immediately concern 
them. The source of the problem may 
not be Opus Dei itself, but the bourgeois 
worldview that many of its members, 
including its founder, represent: a way 
of engaging with the world that priori-
tizes extraction and use, that lacks sen-
sitivity to the wants and needs of the less 
fortunate, and is chronically unaware of 
both one’s complicity in the system and 
one’s ability to facilitate transformation. 
All the cracks and blemishes in society 
are explained away as signs of growth 
and development and are to be met with 
ever-greater, ever-more-invasive techni-
cal solutions. This is what Pope Francis 
has called the “technocratic paradigm.”

Nevertheless, what González Gullón 
and Coverdale have achieved in this 
work is striking: an impressive overar-
ching narrative of Opus Dei’s nearly 
century-long history. This chronolog-
ically ordered, textbook-like account 
of the group’s evolution fills a real gap, 
providing valuable information not 
available even in John Allen’s Opus Dei: 
An Objective Look Behind the Myths and 
Reality of the Most Controversial Force in 
the Catholic Church. But what is perhaps 
most remarkable about the book is how 
forthright its authors are about Opus 
Dei’s blemishes, given that they are 
themselves members.

Their relative candor is no doubt part 
of the new strategy adopted by Opus 
Dei around the start of the 2000s. When 
the film version of The Da Vinci Code 
came out in 2006, the group once again 
returned to public attention, much of it 
hostile. But this time Opus Dei reacted 
differently. It did not hide behind the 
silence its founder extolled, nor did it 

mount a belligerent counter-offensive. 
Under the guidance of Juan Manuel 
Mora, Opus Dei’s communications 
director, the group welcomed curious 
observers. Mora instructed the com-
munications team to host them in the 
group’s many residences and centers 
around the globe, to treat them well, to 
be open, and to answer questions—in 
short, to pull away the veil. In writing 
their book in the manner they have, 
González Gullón and Coverdale have 
done something similar.

But to many readers, Opus Dei will 
still seem like an oddity, no matter how 
much it’s demystified. And in the con-
text of the twenty-first-century Catholic 
Church, it is somewhat odd. For those 
following the raging arguments between 
self-styled “traditionalist” and “liberal” 
camps within the Church, a group so 
blissfully uninterested in these quarrels 
may seem a little out of step. A lot of 
what these Catholic cultural discussions 
stem from, on either side of the divide, is 
an attempt to recover Christianity from 
its corrupted state. The traditionalists 
think the Church went wrong by getting 
entangled with liberal modernity; the 
liberals think the pre-conciliar Church 
went wrong by chasing power instead 
of Christ-like love. Both sides think the 
Church has been polluted by history—
or, one might say, by the mundane.

Precisely because of its own resolute 
mundanity, Opus Dei chooses not to 
follow suit. “I don’t get the tradition-
alists,” an Opus Dei member once told 
me. “What’s so special about the Tri-
dentine Mass?” The group welcomes 
history; it finds no reason to challenge 
modernity, but it remains convinced 
that the Church will never entirely give 
way to the pressures of a post-religious 
world. Material progress will prevail, 
but so will the Church, inevitably and 
unproblematically. And surely this is, 
for better and for worse, very similar to 
the way many ordinary Catholics see 
the relationship between their faith and 
the age they belong to. 

DANIELE PALMER lives in London, where 
he teaches history and works in community 
organizing.
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The 
Problem 
of Darci
ROBIN ANTEPARA

THE FORGOTTEN 
GIRLS 
A Memoir of 
Friendship and Lost 
Promise in Rural 
America
monica potts 
Random House 
$28 | 272 pp.

I t all began with a statistic: white, working-class women in 
rural America were dying younger, and at a faster clip, than 
they had in a generation. Monica Potts, author of The For-
gotten Girls: A Memoir of Friendship and Lost Promise in Rural 

America, wanted to know why. Potts grew up working-class and 
poor in Clinton, Arkansas, a tiny town of two thousand people in 
the foothills of the Ozarks. Statistics about her home state were 
just as alarming. Arkansas has one of the highest teen-pregnancy 
rates in the country, and the highest rate of childhood trauma 
(56 percent of children experienced at least one devastating 
event growing up). A Princeton University study described the 
accelerating mortality rate as “deaths of despair.”

One bright spot in this otherwise dismal picture was Potts’s 
childhood friendship with Darci—a charismatic extrovert with 
quicksilver intelligence and an impish grin. From the moment 
they met, the two girls were joined at the hip: listening to 
Janis Joplin in Potts’s bedroom, studying side-by-side in the 
gifted-and-talented class, standing in line for free lunches in 
the school cafeteria. Their most enduring bond was that both 
girls hated their hometown with a passion. As fourth-graders, 
they began plotting their escape. They would drive to Fresno, 
California, as a high-school graduation present to themselves. 
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Fresno, about which they knew noth-
ing, became a kind of Shangri-La.  

However, by the time they’d entered 
eighth grade, there were already signs 
that not all was right with Darci. By 
their senior year, a chasm had opened 
between the two girls: Potts was award-
ed a huge scholarship to Bryn Mawr 
and named valedictorian of her class; 
Darci had essentially been kicked out of 
high school. When Potts arrived at col-
lege, she vowed to put the town of Clin-
ton behind her, for good. “I could have 
continued to be friends with Darci, or 
with anyone from Clinton but I didn’t 
want to, or really, I thought I couldn’t. 
They were what I sacrificed. I excised 
them all from my life and went forward 
in college as if I had no history.” Twen-
ty-one years later, Darci reached out to 
Potts on Facebook and the two arranged 
to meet. In 2015, Potts traveled back to 
Clinton, and she was shocked by what 
she found: a drug-addicted single mom 
with only a GED to her credit. Darci 
was in and out of halfway houses and 
in and out of jail, her face a familiar 
sight on “Wanted” posters around the 
county. Potts had graduated from one 
of the nation’s most prestigious wom-
en’s colleges and was embarking on a 
career in journalism. 

What had happened to her friend? 
The Forgotten Girls is Potts’s attempt to 
find out. “I wanted to tell a story that 
statistics and data could not tell.” Draw-
ing on old diaries, medical records, and 
hours of interviews (with Darci and 
other Clinton residents), Potts’s mem-
oir is a brilliant ethnography not only of 
forgotten girls but of a forgotten Ameri-
ca that most of us, most of the time, are 
happy to ignore.

The Forgotten Girls is also part of an 
ongoing conversation by writers who, 
like Potts, have triumphed over impov-
erished childhoods in rural America. 
However, unlike Tara Westover’s Educat-
ed or J. D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy, Potts’s 
main focus is the people left behind—
and, above all, with Darci. Her down-
ward spiral began, rather unremarkably, 
at age fourteen when she started sneak-
ing out of the house at night to go to 
parties. Before long, she didn’t have 

to sneak out, the parties came to her. 
A room in her parent’s house, known 
to partiers around the county as “The 
Den,” became a “24-hour clubhouse” 
complete with Xanax, Soma, and cases 
of beer. Her parents “were willfully 
blind to it,” Potts fumed. But she was 
even more distraught with her friend’s 
behavior. “It felt like her life was being 
consumed by unimportant things. Boys. 
Sex. Drinking. Partying. Why didn’t she 
understand that leaving our hometown 
would demand the entire force of our 
beings?” Although the two remained 
friends, their bond was clearly fraying. 
“We reached an unspoken agreement 
that I didn’t want to know about her 
partying because I didn’t approve,” 
Potts said. In their senior year of high 
school, Darci whited out the dates on 
a doctor’s note excusing her from a 
week of school after she became preg-
nant (the note cited an “unspecified ill-
ness”—i.e., her miscarriage). She then 
spent seventy-eight days in the Den, 
where she smoked pot and did crystal 
meth. When she was found out, school 
officials informed Darci that, despite 
her high grades, she would not gradu-
ate. That fall, as Potts settled in at Bryn 
Mawr, Darci was working part-time 
shifts at Sonic, carhopping and pock-
eting tips of methamphetamine. When 
the two women reconnected ten years 
later, Darci had done time for an array 
of charges including drug possession 
and embezzlement.

T he Forgotten Girls delves into the 
root causes of Darci’s downfall. 
Although statistics do not tell 

the whole story, politics help fill in the 
blanks. The political argument illumi-
nating Potts’s narrative is that what 
happened to Darci is not her fault. One 
cannot fully understand the decline 
and fall of a gifted twenty-first-cen-
tury woman without taking history 
into account. Potts cites a late nine-
teenth-century geological survey that 
deemed land in the region unsuitable 
for farming and susceptible to flooding. 
Despite these findings, the federal gov-
ernment promoted the area, advocating 

“rugged individualism” as a panacea 
for whatever challenges settlers might 
encounter. “American society left peo-
ple to find prosperity where it couldn’t 
be found,” Potts noted. Waves of eco-
nomic decline and collapse ensued, 
peaking with a devastating flood in 
1982 and a series of economic traumas 
between 2000 and 2010.  

Because of a lack of social services in 
the town, the only thing that people had 
to fall back on was the church. For 83 
percent of Clinton’s regular churchgo-
ers, this meant Evangelical Christianity. 
Potts’s family was one of the few in town 
that did not go to church. Perhaps as a 
result, she has an unapologetically jaded 
view of religion. As she saw it, support 
from the church (mainly Southern Bap-
tists) did not come without a price. For 
women in particular, expectations were 
high. Good girls married young, had 
children, and were devoted helpmates 
to their husbands. 

Over time, a tragic binary developed 
in the town: girls were either good or 
bad, students either geniuses or drop-
outs. Young people were either from 
good families or bad ones. If you had 
the misfortune of being born into a bad 
family, you were doomed. “People who 
tried to break the pattern were often 
alone, set against the larger forces of 
small-town thinking and small-town 
gossip.” As Darci developed a reputa-
tion as a partier, hanging out with her 
became “increasingly fraught.” Potts felt 
“trapped” by a system that made her 
choose between good and bad. Although 
she didn’t fit into either category, she 
decided to align with the good kids. “I 
didn’t have the power to ignore their 
judgments, so I became judgmental too.” 

Who or what is to blame for Dar-
ci’s fate? In The Forgotten Girls, Darci is 
clearly a victim of the town’s elitism and 
insularity, the church’s judgment, and 
federal policies that encouraged people 
to settle in the area to begin with. I can-
not disagree with Potts’s summation. 
Social conditions are indeed the root 
problem of all the Darcis of the world. 
But the Darci of Forgotten Girls is also 
a victim of herself: a master manipu-
lator whiting out dates on a doctor’s 
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note; a con woman convincing doctors 
to prescribe drugs not only unneeded 
but downright dangerous; a prankster 
lying down in the middle of busy thor-
oughfares, not because she was trying 
to commit suicide but because “nothing 
stopped her” from doing so. 

One conclusion that can be drawn 
from Darci’s story is that she needed a 
tough love that she never got—not from 
parents who turned a blind eye to her 
partying, nor from teachers who didn’t 
notice mounting absences until it was 
too late. Even Potts is too eager to make 
excuses for her friend, looking the other 
way in high school when Darci partied 
and skipped classes and, years later, 
avoiding the “honest conversations” 
that might have made a difference to her 
friend’s life. Toward the end of the book, 
Potts laments Darci’s apparent lack of 
interest in anything besides herself: “I 
wanted her to ask me about my life.… I 
wanted her to be curious about what I’d 
done…and why I’d been coming back 
home.” However, her friend never asked 

about any of those things. “Instead, she 
talked, distractedly, about herself.”

Although the burning questions at 
the heart of The Forgotten Girls relate 
to Darci’s undoing, I have a couple of 
questions about Potts as well. A couple 
of questions, and a thesis: for all her 
apparent agnosticism, Monica Potts 
was touched by the divine. Consider 
the path by which she was able to rise 
above everything that dragged Darci 
(and others like her) into the abyss. 
This came to be as a result of a sum-
mer program she attended at Barnard 
during her sophomore year—one that 
happened “by chance.” The Barnard 
experience was part of an elite pre-col-
lege summer program “usually meant 
for the children of very wealthy parents 
who want to improve their chances of 
admission”—and yet Potts was admit-
ted. “I had heard about this one only 
because Momma had misread the name 
of a college on the back of a book jack-
et, because I’d happened to register for 
a college entrance exam early, because 

I’d followed up with a college that sent 
me promotional materials, and because 
I’d called the admissions office to say I 
couldn’t afford it. It felt so naïve and 
accidental, yet it changed my life.”

Accidental, perhaps. But why not 
providential? And what of her decision to 
return, permanently, to Clinton in 2017? 
The only reason she offers is that she 
had started to feel “at home” in Clin-
ton, and that it would be easier “to keep 
in touch with Darci” if she returned. 
On the surface, it’s a rather offhanded 
explanation. For me, though, it sounds 
like a calling. The Forgotten Girls is an 
invaluable examination of the complex 
challenges confronting the Darcis of the 
world. However, readers are largely left 
in the dark about what propelled Moni-
ca out of Clinton—and then back again. 
There are more stories waiting to be told, 
but we will have to wait until Potts’s next 
memoir to read about them.  

ROBIN ANTEPARA teaches English at East 
Tennessee State University.

THE CENTER FOR CATHOLIC STUDIES LECTURE SERIES
Co-Responsibility and a New Culture  
of Leadership in the Church 
Kerry Alys Robinson
President and CEO, Catholic Charities, USA
Executive Partner, Leadership Roundtable

Wednesday, October 11, 2 p.m. 
Dr. Michelle Loris Forum in the Martire Center for the Liberal Arts  
at Sacred Heart University in Fairfield, Connecticut  



september 2023    7 7

THE SPECK IN HER EYE 

Leslie Williams

I had never met a mind so perfectly 
intoxicant, so redolent, so like a grove 
of orange trees. Blossoms dazzling, but shaken 
easily, maybe never to become fruit.

Some days our estrangement seems a simple case 
of love cut down to fit 
mature and separate realms, shaped by no-fault 
circumstance, as way led on to way. 

Other times I see my lips pressed hard in the judging look
we hated on our mothers, when boys brought home 
did not remove their hats, nor ask to be excused.

If I try to see my friend from higher ground
she’s wearing her fawn-colored coat outside the sorry 
pizza place. Or sobbing under the bridge. 

I see her waiting for the green line early, freshly 
showered, starting again.
How she really tried. How she cannot help it. 

LESLIE WILLIAMS is the author of three poetry collections: 
Matters for You Alone (forthcoming from Slant Books in 2024), 
Even the Dark, and Success of the Seed Plants. Her work has 
appeared in the Christian Century, Liberties, Image, America, 
the Kenyon Review, Poetry, and others. She lives near Boston.

POETRY
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Developing the Voice 
of the Laity
KAYLA AUGUST

T he synodal listening sessions opened the door to hear-
ing the voice of the laity in a new way, as parishes 
across the world were asked to share their stories, 
hopes, and disappointments about living within the 

Catholic Church in order to guide where it goes next.
Yet, according to the 2023 U.S. National Synthesis Report, 

dioceses entered the process with “a combination of excite-
ment, confusion, and skepticism.” In fact, “several dioceses 
noted some apprehension and even opposition as they began 
their synodal listening”—due, in part, to a feeling the process 
would be futile.

This sense of futility reflects a Church that is communal 
in nature but not yet communal in participation. Though we 
speak of a united Body of Christ, the synodal proceedings 
reveal the limits of the laity’s words and actions in the face of 
ecclesial structures. In a Church where laypeople have been 
fashioned to receive and not to share, it’s understandable 
that many are not simply unwilling but actually unable to 
make their voices heard. Breaking centuries of silence in the 
space of a four-year synodal session is bound to be a chal-
lenge, especially given that we perhaps failed to consider one 
of the preemptive needs for the synodal process: training lay 
voices to speak. I propose the laity may be experiencing what 
I call “acute ecclesial laryngitis,” the inability to contribute 
to the life of the Church due to a lack of capacity to speak. 
In this synodal moment, we find the voice is a muscle, and 
the failure to use it results in a stifled and hesitant voice.

There are two things we can do to address this condition. 
The first is to focus on a better formation of the prophetic 
voice that our baptism gives us. The second is to develop a 
better understanding of what it takes to nurture a truly syn-
odal Church. This will aid those in the Church not practiced 
in listening, as well as those in the Church not yet trained 
in speaking. In doing so, we can introduce a way of being a 
Church that has not been culturally practiced yet, while also 
moving closer to Francis’s ideal vision that we are not just 
practicing synodality, but that we are a “synodal Church.”  

If we think of the synodal process as a way for the Church 
to preach the Good News, then we should approach it the 
way we prepare for a sermon. This is the moment when 
we pray and listen for the Spirit as we ready the Church to 
proclaim God’s message for today. A good sermon starts 
before its proclamation. It is found as you listen to the needs 
of the community and consider how God may be calling you 
to speak. It means listening as the community shares their 
stories and their experiences of God. It means not assuming 
you know what they need even before you have met them. 
Preaching shows us, as synodality should, that if we do not 
hear, then we are not ready to speak.

In her book Ingenuity: Preaching as the Outsider, Vander-
bilt professor of homiletics Lisa Thompson calls listening a 
“cultural act.” Listening is a way of responding that is guided 
by the given cultural context, one we exercise even when we 
don’t acknowledge it. In the Catholic cultural context, this 
would necessitate a new practice, not yet honed, whereby 
clergy listen to the laity and make themselves open to the wis-
dom possessed by those who’ve spent their lives in the pews 
listening to words from the pulpit. It flips the age-old image 
of leadership, since it requires the “shepherds” to turn their 
ears to the proverbial “sheep” and realize that they too have 
lessons to learn about who God is and what God is saying.

This will require patience and persistence from those in 
positions of power—but wisdom comes to those who wait. 
During the Synod on Youth in 2018, Pope Francis advised us 
to listen with humility and speak with courage. A new practice 
will invite those in power to respond with humility and see 
the laity as partners in the spiritual journey, and to call on the 
lay community to speak with courage in expressing the Spirit 
moving within them.

If the Church is truly a sign of God at work in the world, 
then it needs to model listening to those in society and in the 
ecclesial body whose voices have gone unheard and whose 
needs have been overlooked. Even as listening sessions come 
to a close, this courageous and humble mode of speaking 
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can create a new cultural dynamic—a “synodal 
way of being” evident in everything from church 
councils to Sunday gatherings to the weekly bul-
letin. It can allow the sound of new voices to echo 
throughout the Church. 

In the end, the Spirit at work still has a lot to 
do if the Church is to form a single collective body 
moving into the future. If we believe the Holy 
Spirit is at work through the laity, then we need 
to remember it is God’s movement in a Church 
that speaks, hears, yearns, and lives in ways we do 
not, through all members of its body. Are leaders 
ready to listen? Are laypeople ready to speak? How 
should we move the synodal concept from ideal to 
reality, from simple “listening sessions” to a lived 
value for clergy and lay alike? These questions raise 
additional ones, like: How do we train our ears to 
truly listen? What voices may be missing from the 
conversation? Who is speaking and who has yet 
to be heard? But even taking up these questions 

would inspire a true ecclesial and cultural transfor-
mation, showing us that unity is not something to 
be coerced or commanded, but achieved instead 
through communication. 

If we want to become a synodal Church not 
simply by ideal but by practice, then we must 
be willing to learn new ways to “walk together.” 
Walking together requires a willingness to let go 
of certainty and succumb to the vulnerability of 
new challenges. Becoming an actively communal 
Church demands nothing less. It may mean that 
our common walk starts with a crawl. But in the 
end, it may allow us to run toward the Church we 
truly hope to one day be. 

KAYLA AUGUSt is a Commonweal Synod Writing Fellow 
and a student at the School of Theology and Ministry at 
Boston College, where she is pursuing a PhD in theology 
and education with a focus on preaching, particularly 
preaching from the lay perspective.
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If the Church 
is truly a sign 
of God at 
work in the 
world, then it 
needs to model 
listening to 
those in society 
and in the 
ecclesial body 
whose voices 
have gone 
unheard.

A priest listens to a migrant woman tell her story in San Antonio, Texas, May 25, 2023.
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POETRY

KYIV 

Howard Altmann

 
I don’t believe in poetry
the poet said to the plant
trying to be a tree
in the rubble of the city.

I believe in your assembly
the poet said to the sticks of wood
holding up the fragile seedling
like an art piece.

Your form is the future
the poet offered the construction
unaware what that was
saying about it all.

Then the testing of the midnight breeze
and the leaves passed
all that they could
to the poet.

Leaning is a kind of stand
the plant revealed
over and over to the poet
buried in the sidewalk exchange.

A fire hydrant is a kind of fire hydrant
the plant broke down to the poet
trying to be a poem
in the rubble of the city.

HOWARD ALTMANN’s most recent book, 
Forgive Time, is an original collection of fifty 
poems translated into Hebrew by award-
winning poet/translator Tal Nitzán (Keshev 
Press, 2021).
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