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An Invitation to
Come Inside

The great English novelist Evelyn Waugh once described
his Catholic life as “an endless delighted tour of discovery
in the huge territory of which I was made free.” Like many
other converts, Waugh was eager to share that adventure with
others, and his correspondence is full of letters explaining
Catholicism to his friends. At the same time, Waugh’s experi-
ence had taught him that it was very difficult to “know what
the Church is like from outside.” To all the curious, whether
attracted or disturbed by Catholicism’s teaching and the
Catholic way of life, Evelyn Waugh offered a simple invita-
tion: “Come inside.” Have a look at the Catholic Church from
inside the convictions that make Catholicism what it is. Walk
around in it. See how it feels. Then decide what you think
about it.'

At the beginning of the third millennium of Christian his-
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tory, that simple suggestion to “come inside” can be as inviting
as it was when Evelyn Waugh first issued it a half century ago.
Or when, nineteen and a half centuries ago, St. Paul proposed
much the same thing to those Athenians who worshiped the
“unknown god” (dcts 17.16-34).2

The Catholic Church is, arguably, the most controversial
institution on the planet; it is certainly the world’s most con-
troversial religious institution. Whether the question is the
uniqueness of Christ, the meaning of freedom, the dignity of
human life from conception until natural death, or the use and
abuse of sex, the Catholic Church often finds itself a Church
of contradiction, in opposition to what seems to be the com-
mon wisdom of our times. Because of that, the Church is
sometimes an object of hatred and scorn, especially for those
who think that the Church’s teachings dehumanize or margin-
alize them.

Even those who concede that religious faith can be “good

29

for” some people often imagine faith as another lifestyle
choice, of no greater consequence than choosing one’s car, pet,
or favorite restaurant. In these circumstances, the Catholic
Church’s steady insistence that faith involves truths, that those
truths involve obligations, and that those obligations demand
certain choices can be intimidating, even repellent. Viewed
from outside, the Catholic Church can seem narrow-minded,
crabby, and pinched—the heckling preacher of an endless
string of prohibitions.

Which is very strange, because Catholicism is about affir-
mation: the affirmation of humanity, and of every individual
human life, by a God passionately in love with his creation. So
in love, in fact, that he sent his Son into the world for the



An Invitation to Come Inside 3

world’s salvation. But what Catholicism is is often not appar-
ent from outside.

This small book explores ten of the controversies provoked
by Catholicism today, from inside the convictions that make
those controversies necessary. It is intended for Catholics who
are anxious, curious, or unsure about what their Church really
teaches and why, and Catholics who want to share their beliefs
with friends and family, especially the young. It is equally
intended for the many people who find it difficult to reconcile
their admiration for certain Catholics—Mother Teresa of Cal-
cutta, Pope John Paul II, their next-door neighbor, or their
coworker—with what seem incomprehensible, even cruel, doc-
trines. By coming inside and seeing how the Catholic vision of
the human condition and the human prospect fit together,
both the curious and the discontented will, it is hoped, be able
to see affirmation and celebration of the human project in
Catholicism, not condemnation and mindless prohibition.

The book should be read “inside out” in another way.
Please resist the temptation to jump first to the sexy issues, lit-
erally and figuratively. The Catholic Church is far less obsessed
with sex than the media is with Catholic teachings about sex.
Prior to World Youth Day in Paris in 1997, the press agency
of the French bishops commissioned a study that determined
that something like 3 percent of Pope John Paul II’s public
statements during the previous nineteen years had had some-
thing to do with issues of sexual morality. Yet, as the bishops’
spokesmen pointed out, to read a lot of the world press you’d
have thought that sex was all the Pope ever talked, or worried,
about. The Catholic Church takes sex seriously, far more seri-
ously than the editors of either Playboy or Cosmopolitan. 1f we
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want to understand the what and the why of the Catholic sex-
ual ethic, though, we have to engage it within the broader con-
text of Catholic teaching about who we are, about what reality
is, and ultimately about who God is. The Bible doesn’t begin
with the Ten Commandments. It begins with stories of the
world’s creation and with God’s affirmation that the world he
created is good.

So, please—come inside. No one will force you to stay.
But once inside, you may find that what seemed cramped and
confining is in fact, as Evelyn Waugh suggested, a huge and
liberating terrain on which to live a fully human life—and to

prepare for a destiny beyond mundane imagining.
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Is Jesus the Only Savior?

Christ and the Conquest of Our Fears

In September 2000, the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith, often described as “the successor to the
Inquisition,” caused a global uproar by issuing a doctrinal dec-
laration, Dominus lesus [The Lord Jesus], which vigorously
reasserted the classic Christian teaching that Jesus Christ is
uniquely the savior of the world, for everyone everywhere. The
ensuing controversy had some sharp edges.

One American newspaper displayed a photo of Pope John
Paul II, arms outstretched, with the caption “We’re Number
One!” More soberly but no less inaccurately, another major
paper headlined the story “Vatican Declares Catholicism Sole
Path to Salvation.” According to most of the stories and com-
mentaries that followed, the declaration had done serious and
perhaps even fatal damage to thirty years of ecumenical and
interreligious dialogue. As the common interpretation of
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Dominus lesus had it, the Catholic Church was teaching that
Catholics had a singular claim on salvation and that non-
Catholic Christians were second-class Christians. As for Jews,
Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, and nonbelievers, well. . .

None of this was, or is, true, but that is not an easy case to
make in a climate in which a lot of people are not sure that
anything is “true.” (“It depends on what the meaning of the
word ‘is’ is,” as a prominent public figure once said.) In fact,
Dominus lesus taught nothing new, substantively. One distin-
guished Catholic commentator put the case for the defense
succinctly: the declaration reiterated “the Church’s faith that
Jesus is, as he said of himself, the way, the truth, and the life.
He is not one way among other ways or one truth among other
truths.”' That faith in Jesus Christ leads to other convictions,
also affirmed once again in Dominus lesus. Because there is one
God, who definitively revealed himself in his Son, Jesus Christ,
there is one salvation history, centered on Christ. God gives
everyone the grace necessary to be saved, including those who
have never heard of Jesus Christ. Yet everyone who is saved is
saved because of what God did for the world and for humanity
in Jesus Christ.

Before, during, and after the Dominus Ilesus controversy,
one had to wonder just what else the Catholic Church was
supposed to say about itself: that it was another brand-name
product in the supermarket of “spirituality”? Yet in a culture
that rates tolerance the highest virtue and imagines that toler-
ance means indifference to questions about the truth of things,
the unambiguous claim that this is the truth, and that all other
truths incline toward this truth as iron shavings incline to a

magnet, is not just controversial. It’s an outrage.
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The frankness of Dominus lesus may be applauded one
day, when passions have cooled a bit. At a moment in history
when ecumenical and interreligious dialogue threatened to dis-
solve into dull and uninteresting forms of political correctness
of the “I'm OK, you’re OK” variety, the chief doctrinal agency
of the Catholic Church reminded the Church and the world
that Christianity stands or falls on the answer the Church and
its people give to a single question. The question has been
unavoidable for almost two thousand years. It is the question
Jesus himself posed to his disciples on the road to Caesarea
Philippi: “Who do you say that [ am?” (Matthew 16.15).

Who does the Catholic Church say that Jesus is?

THE TwO THINGS JESUS REVEALS

The Second Vatican Council, which met between 1962
and 1965, was the most important event in world
Catholicism since the sixteenth-century Reformation. Among
many other things, the Council tried to open a two-way dia-
logue between the Church and contemporary culture. In a
lengthy document called the Pastoral Constitution on the
Church in the Modern World, the bishops of the Catholic
Church wrote that Jesus, the Son of God come into the world,
reveals the face of God and his love, and the full meaning of
our humanity.” The two go together. To know the Son is to
know the Father; to know the Father and the Son is to know,
ultimately, who we are.

Who is the God whom Jesus reveals? He is a God who is
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linked to us not simply as the source of creation, distant and
detached, but as “Father,” intimately present to us through
the gift of his Son.” He is a God who comes in search of us, a
God who is not a stranger to history but a participant in the
human drama. He is a “God who has gone before us and leads
us on, who himself set out on man’s path, a God who does not
look down on us from on high, but who became our traveling
companion.”

God’s fidelity, powerfully conveyed in Jesus’ parable of the
prodigal son (Luke 15.11-32), is not remote and austere but
passionately affectionate. To believe in this God, the Father of
Jesus Christ, is to believe that order and reason, rather than
chaos and indifference, are at the root of things. To know this
Father, through Jesus Christ, means to know “that love is pres-
ent in the world, and that this love is more powerful than any
kind of evil.”

We “cannot live without love,” Pope John Paul II writes.
We cannot understand ourselves, we cannot make sense of life,
unless love comes to us and we “participate intimately” in it.°
We sense our profound need for love instinctively. The God
whom Jesus reveals is the guarantor that this intuition is one of
the great truths of the human condition, not a psychological
illusion.

And what is the humanity that Jesus reveals? Who are we?
We are not congealed stardust, an accidental by-product of
cosmic chemistry. We are not just something, we are someone.’
Moreover, we are “someones” going somewhere. As human
beings possessed of an innate, God-given dignity, we have a
divine destiny, revealed and made possible by Jesus Christ.
That destiny was defined boldly by the fourth-century theolo-
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gian St. Athanasius, who claimed that “the Son of God became
man so that we might become God.”® Nine centuries later, St.
Thomas Aquinas, the master of philosophically logical theol-
ogy, agreed: “The only-begotten Son of God . . . assumed our
nature, so that he, made man, might make men gods.”9

Moreover, the Church teaches that this divine destiny is
not something promised for an indeterminate future; it is
something we can experience now, in a personal relationship
with Jesus Christ. To live in communion with Jesus Christ
now, through the Church that continues his presence in the
world and in history, is far more than a matter of joining a vol-
untary organization dedicated to good causes. It is to live in an
anticipatory way in the Kingdom of God. In this sense, Chris-
tians are the people who already know how the world’s story is
going to turn out and who live that dramatic, life-affirming
destiny here and now.

These bold affirmations of humanity’s divine origins and
future are not peripheral to the Catholic view of things. They
are bedrock truths of faith. They are also Catholicism’s answer
to a perennial criticism: that faith in Jesus Christ robs us of
maturity, condemns us to endless adolescent dependence, and
promotes a romantically unrealistic view of the world. “You
have made us for yourself,” St. Augustine wrote of God’s
intentions toward us, “and our hearts are restless until they rest
in you.”"” That restlessness is a summons to deepen, not avoid,
our humanity. That is what meeting Jesus Christ means.

The Catholic view of human dignity and destiny, as
revealed in Jesus Christ, is profoundly countercultural in one
important respect. For more than two hundred years the idea
that human fulfillment comes through self-assertion has been
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widespread in Western societies. The Catholic claim, which is
true to the teaching of Jesus, is precisely the opposite. The
Church’s claim is that we reach our fulfillment as human
beings not by asserting ourselves, but by giving ourselves—by
making ourselves into the gift to others that life itself is to us.

That none of us is the cause of our own existence is no
mere accident of biology; it is an empirical fact that, viewed
through the lens of faith, reveals a profound truth about the
human condition. Self-assertion, on the Catholic view of
things, is the “original sin,” the perennial human temptation
that beset Adam and Eve at the very beginning of the human
story.'! Self-giving, according to the Second Vatican Council, is
the royal road to human happiness: we discover our true
selves in a “sincere giving” of ourselves.'” In a culture that
teaches that freedom means self-assertive and radical auton-
omy from any external authority, this may seem to be weak-
ness, even wimpishness. Jesus reveals a different, deeper truth
about the human condition: that “whoever seeks to gain his
life will lose it, but whoever loses his life will preserve it” (Luke
17.33).

GETTING THE STORY STRAIGHT

Another way to think about that original sin—and the
human condition—is to think of it as a question of
humanity losing its script, forgetting its story."” History then
becomes the quest to recover, or remember, that lost story line.
None of us can live without a story, a narrative of where we
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came from and where we’re heading, within which our lives
make sense to us. When the Catholic Church teaches that
Jesus Christ is “the center of the universe and of history,” the
Church is not boasting idly about the founder of the firm.'* It
is making a proposal about the world’s true story—and it is
suggesting how each of us fits into that narrative.

To think of Christ as the center of the universe and of his-
tory is to look at the world in a different and evocative way.
Through the prism of faith we learn that world history and
what believers call “salvation history” do not run on parallel
tracks. Rather, in the Catholic view of things salvation his-
tory—the story of God’s encounter with history, which
reaches its dramatic climax in Jesus Christ—is world history,
read in its true depth. Salvation history, God’s search for us, is
the inner dynamic of the human story, the engine of human
history.

In a way, it’s a question of which chapter headings make
most sense. It’s certainly possible to organize the human story
under chapter headings that read “Prehistoric Man,” “Ancient
Civilizations,” “The Greeks and the Romans,” “The Dark
Ages,” “The Medieval World,” “Renaissance and Reforma-
tion,” “Enlightenment and Revolution,” “The Modern World,”
“The Space Age.” But do we get to the deeper truths about
humankind, its origins, and its destiny through that kind of
narrative? The Catholic proposal is that the richer, ampler,
truer telling of the human story is organized under a different
set of chapter headings: “Creation,” “Fall,” “Promise,”
“Prophecy,” “Incarnation,” “Redemption,” “Sanctification,”
“The Kingdom of God.”

The pivot of that story, the “center of the universe and of
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history,” is Jesus Christ. His story is the story that makes ulti-
mate sense out of our individual stories and of the whole
human drama. This is the Catholic claim in all its daring speci-
ficity: that at a certain time, in a certain place, and acting
through real human lives, the Creator of the universe entered
his creation in order to redirect the human story back toward
its true destiny, which is eternal life with God. The Son of
God who became incarnate in the womb of a Jewish girl, in an
obscure village on the fringes of the Roman Empire some two
thousand years ago, draws humanity into the inner life of
God—and in doing so dramatically changes the possibilities in
the human condition. When the Son of God becomes man, the
past, like the present and the future, is forever caught up in the
great drama of God’s creative, redeeming, and sanctifying pur-
poses. In entering the world for the salvation of the world,
which is the world’s destiny and future, Christ makes “history”
possible by ensuring that what is past will not disappear into a
black hole of nothingness.

That is why the Second Vatican Council taught that noth-
ing genuinely human fails to find an echo in Christian
hearts."” Everything that is, is of interest, because everything is
part of the epic of creation and redemption. Everyone who is,
is of infinite value, because every human being is a player in a
great cosmic drama with eternal consequences—a drama in
which God is both playwright and protagonist.

In preaching Jesus Christ, the Church is proposing an
encounter and an interpretation: an encounter with the God
who frees us from the dark confusion of questions without
answers and an interpretation of history’s origin and destiny.
At the center of both the encounter and the interpretation is
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radical, self-giving love. For “God is love, and he who abides in
love abides in God, and God in him” (I John 4.16). At the
bottom of the cosmos we do not find chemicals and gases,
entropy and the coldness of nothingness and death; at the bot-
tom of history we do not find randomness or chaos. At the
root of the cosmos and of history is love.

And love is “the most living thing . . . there is.”"

AN OUTRAGE?

Is it an outrage for the Catholic Church to propose that this
Christ-centered story is not merely an interesting story, per-
haps even a noble story, but in fact the story of the human con-
dition and of human history? Isn’t that a bit over the top?
Doesn’t it promote narrowness, intolerance, even hatred to
propose that Jesus Christ is uniquely the world’s “savior”—the
definitive, unique, unsurpassable revelation of God’s purposes
for the world and for history, the one in whom we find our
way home?

Although those concerns have a contemporary ring to
them, they are, in fact, quite old. The Roman emperor Julian
(331-363) harshly criticized Judaism and Christianity for their
intolerance of other gods. The first commandment given to
Israel, that Israel must have “no other gods” but the God who
revealed himself on Sinai (Exodus 20.3), was Emperor Julian’s
chief complaint against Christianity and his single complaint
against Judaism. Refusing to recognize the uniqueness of the
one God, the man whom history remembers as Julian the
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Apostate argued that the God of Israel was only one appear-
ance of what he termed the “great mystery.” To think other-
wise, he insisted, was illiberal, unintelligent—in a word,
intolerant.

Evidence to the contrary, however, was abundant and
could be found everywhere in the late Roman world. For
Christianity “made it” in the Roman Empire not only because
of the forcefulness of its doctrine but because that doctrine
empowered the people of the time, especially women, to lead
better, happier, more secure, and more tolerant lives. The Jesus
movement created networks of affection, social welfare, and
health care across the rigid class and ethnic barriers of Roman
society. It gave new dignity to women by celebrating marriage
and rejecting infanticide, usually practiced against baby girls.
It nurtured the belief that children were more than property. It
made sense out of omnipresent physical suffering and the
seeming randomness of life, creating islands of stability amid
the chronic chaos of Roman cities. In short, the Jesus move-
ment succeeded because it broke through the narrowness and
intolerance characteristic of pagan antiquity. It did that by
providing a compelling alternative lifestyle to the cruelty and
venality of Roman times, so amply displayed in the award-
winning film Gladiator."

That belief in the uniqueness of Christ as the world’s sav-
ior inevitably leads to intolerance is a charge contradicted by
many Christian witnesses in the modern world. Mother Teresa
of Calcutta did not become an international icon of selfless
generosity despite her belief in Jesus Christ, the only Son of
God and the unique savior of the world; she lifted the
wretched human refuse of Calcutta’s hard streets out of the
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gutters and loved them unto death because of her faith in
Christ. For each of those untouchables, she insisted, was “Jesus
in a particularly disturbing disguise.” Similarly, if on a differ-
ent plane, Pope John Paul II has become a leading exponent of
international human rights, interreligious dialogue, and recon-
ciliation because of his Christian faith, not despite it. As he put
it in his first encyclical, Redemptor Hominis [The Redeemer of
Man], the Catholic Church must exhibit a “universal open-
ness,” so that “all may be able to find in her ‘the unsearchable
riches of Christ’ ” of which St. Paul wrote (Ephesians 3.8)."
Tolerance, the Pope was suggesting, does not mean avoiding
differences, on the ground that there is “your truth” and “my
truth” but nothing that both of us could ever recognize as the
truth. Genuine tolerance means exploring and engaging differ-
ences, especially differences about ultimate things, within a
bond of profound respect—a respect for all those whose very
humanity compels them to search for answers to the deepest
questions of life."” That is the respect demanded by Catholic
faith.

That Catholics have been intolerant, to the point of coer-
cion and bloodshed, is obvious from history. That the Church
acknowledges those failures and recognizes that they were a
betrayal of Christ and his Gospel is what John Paul II under-
scored on the First Sunday of Lent during the jubilee year of
2000, when he led the entire Catholic Church in a great act of
repentance for the failures of the past two millennia. Critics
within the Church complained that confessing the sins of the
Church’s sons and daughters weakened Catholicism. John
Paul, a wiser student of theology and history, understood that
confession was essential if the Church was to enter the third
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millennium of its history strengthened in its faith about the
unique saving mission of Jesus Christ and convinced that the
way of Christ was the way of persuasion, not coercion.

LIVING BEYOND FEAR

The Christ whom Catholicism preaches as the one savior of
the world is, according to long-settled Christian doctrine,
“true God and true man.” His humanity was not a costume in
which his divinity presented itself. His humanity was real, sub-
stantial, complete. And so he knew fear. One of the most
wrenching scenes in the Gospels depicts Jesus in an agony of
fear the night before his death. He sensed the awfulness that
was coming; he feared it; and he prayed that God might “let
this cup pass from me” (Matthew 26:39).

The agony of Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane has
seemed to many commentators, Christian and otherwise, a
profound metaphor for the human condition today. One the-
ologian writes that in the contemporary world, “Fear merci-
lessly grips the human throat. It fills the psychiatrists’
consulting rooms, populates the psychiatric hospitals, increases
the suicide figures, lays blast-bombs, sets off cold wars and hot
wars. We try to root it out of our souls like weeds, anesthetiz-
ing ourselves with optimism, trying to persuade ourselves with
a forced philosophy of hope; we make all possible stimulants
available . . . we invite people to engage in every form of self-
alienation.”” The richer, healthier, and better-traveled some
affluent people become, the less secure, it seems, they are. The
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more a shrinking planet brings people of different cultures into
close proximity, the more fearful of one another they become.

The Catholic faith in Jesus Christ does not deny fear, any
more than Jesus denied his fear in that garden on the outskirts
of Jerusalem almost two thousand years ago. Faith transforms
fear through a personal encounter with Jesus Christ and his
cross. In his free and complete surrender to God’s will, Jesus
took all the world’s fear with him onto the cross and offered
that fear, along with himself, to God. God’s answer to that
came on Easter, in the resurrection of Christ, the ultimate con-
quest of the final fear that is death.

The Christian does not live without fear or against fear.
The Christian lives beyond fear. That trait is exemplified in
Pope John Paul II. The Yugoslav dissident writer Milovan Dji-
las, who had seen a lot of fearful things in his life, once said
that what most struck him about John Paul II was that the
Pope was utterly without fear.”' John Paul’s fearlessness, it
must be underlined, is distinctively Christian in character. It is
not a stoic fearlessness, a brave defiance of an essentially irra-
tional world. It is not a fearlessness that comes from being
completely free of personal moral duties and personal obliga-
tions to others. And it is most certainly not a delusional fear-
lessness, a denial of all the things that make the modern world
and its people afraid. The Pope’s fearlessness is unmistakably
Christian: which is to say, it is unmistakably Christ-centered.
That was why, on his last day in Jerusalem in March 2000,
John Paul II, then almost eighty years old, a man who walks
with difficulty and pain, insisted on climbing the steep stone
steps up to Calvary, the site of Christ’s crucifixion, within the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre. He wanted to pray at the place
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where all human fear was offered by the Son of God to his
Father, an offering that made it possible for all humanity to
live without fear.

That is what Catholicism means by “redemption.” And
because he is the redeemer, Jesus Christ is the answer to the

question that is every human life.
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Does Belief in God Demean Us?

Liberation and the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob,
and Jesus

Is the God whom Jesus called “Father” an enemy of free-
dom? Does faith in the God of the Bible somehow demean
and diminish us? Will humanity remain superstitious and
immature until it frees itself of the “need” for God? These
modern questions—and the positive answers often given to
them—have dramatically changed the face of our world.
Throughout most of the developed world, Sunday looks
very different than it did even sixty or seventy years ago. The
crisis of faith embodied in empty churches in Europe and
Canada, and in diminished Catholic practice in the United
States, has many causes. Some people are bored by religious
institutions. Others are genuinely skeptical that human beings
can know the truth of anything, much less the truth of ulti-
mate things. The Church’s own failures to proclaim the

Gospel persuasively and the imperfect lives of Christians also
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loom large in understanding the sources of disbelief, or simple
lack of interest, today.

In these three respects—boredom, skepticism, the
Church’s own limitations—our contemporary situation repli-
cates two thousand years of Christian history. Still, there is
something dramatically new in the modern crisis of faith: the
notion that the biblical God is an enemy of human maturity
and human freedom. Some people have always found the insti-
tutional Church difficult to embrace; some people are innately
skeptical; the Church is always less than it should be as a wit-
ness to Christ. The really new and distinctively modern charge
is that, even if the Church were an effective, compelling, per-
suasive witness, what it proclaims is inherently dehumanizing.
That is the contemporary indictment of the God of the Bible.
And it has had an immense impact on the history of our times.

During the Second World War, one of the wisest theolo-
gians of the twentieth century, the French Jesuit Henri de Lubac
(1896-1991), tried to trace the singular terrors of the twentieth
century back to their roots. What, he asked, had produced com-
munism, Nazism, and that gross utilitarianism that reduces
human beings to objects for economic or political manipulation?
De Lubac was a man who believed that ideas have consequences.
His answer was that, in one way or another, the evils of the twen-
tieth century were the products of something genuinely new in
human affairs—something he called “atheistic humanism.”'

Atheism was, of course, nothing new. The village atheist
and the radically skeptical intellectual were familiar figures.
Atheistic humanism had different characteristics. This was not
the skepticism of individuals or the boredom of men and
women turned off by the Church as an institution. This was
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atheism with a developed ideology and a program for remak-
ing the world. Its prophets, who included some of the most
prominent intellectuals of the nineteenth century, all taught
that the God of the Bible was an enemy of human dignity and
of freedom. Novelist Franz Werfel captured the flavor of this
new kind of atheism in The Song of Bernadette. In mid-
nineteenth-century Lourdes, a village in the French Pyrenees,
the supernatural is stubbornly trying to reassert itself through
miraculous cures. This offends M. Duran, a café keeper and
leader of the local party of atheistic humanism. In M. Duran’s
view, all rational men ought to agree on certain obvious

propositions:

[T]he organization of nature [is] a relatively simple thing.
Heaven is empty and rigid space dotted by some billions of
sidereal systems. . . . In the immeasurable voids between the
globes of fire there was evidently no place for the so-called
supernatural. On a minor satellite of one of the least of
those sidereal systems there vegetates an ape-like creature
called man. The notion that a male of this animal species,
above all one of its wretched females, could be the image of
beings who rule . . . the universe, this could be but the ide-
ology of such primitive savages as had not yet won man’s
first, if not also his final, victory—the renunciation of wish-
ful dreams. Not until this sad and intentional stupidity at
the basis of all illusiomsm was overcome; not until man had
liberated himself from the immemorial emotional delusion
that he and his earth were the centre of things and his mind
something other than a purposeful function of matter

determined by necessity; to sum up, not until he resigns
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himself to see his life in its true colours of a physico-chemico-
biological mechanism, not until then will he begin at last to
be a human being instead of a semi-animal haunted by
demonic dreams. This evolution toward a truly human status
will inevitably issue in tolerance, the rule of reason, and the

annihilation of all dark and aggressive instincts.”

These ideas and this program constituted a great reversal,
Henri de Lubac argued. The ancient world had experienced bib-
lical religion as liberation from the whimsies of Fate. If God had
created the world and the men and women who inhabited it,
and if each human being had a direct link to the Creator through
worship and prayer, then human beings could no longer be
manipulated by countless gods, spirits, and demons who played
games with our lives. The biblical God, by contrast to the
ancient world’s deities, was neither a willful tyrant nor a philo-
sophical abstraction. Nor was he a remote, cosmic watchmaker,
content to create the world and then leave it to its own devices.
The God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jesus had entered his-
tory and had become our companion on the pilgrimage of life.
To be in communion with this God was to be liberated from
Fate, liberated for freedom, liberated for human excellence.

But what Judaism and Christianity proposed as liberation,
atheistic humanism called bondage. Getting rid of God, M.
Duran and thousands like him argued, was the precondition to
human greatness. This was not the atheism of the intellectually
fashionable or the atheism of despair. This was atheistic
humanism, on the march in the name of human liberation.
And according to Father de Lubac, it was at the heart of the
civilizational crisis of the twentieth century.
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For this new idea had not remained simply an idea. Brought
into history by Lenin, Hitler, Mao, and their lesser imitators,
atheistic humanism had taught a lethal lesson. Once it was
thought that human beings could not organize the world with-
out God. That, Father de Lubac conceded, was not true; as the
twentieth century amply demonstrated, human beings could
certainly try to organize their lives and affairs entirely on their
own. What atheistic humanism had proven was that, without
God, human beings could organize the world only in a brutal
contest of wills, one against another. That was the terrible lesson
of atheistic humanism in its fascist, communist, and utilitarian
forms. Exclusive, ultramundane humanism is inevitably inhu-
man humanism. In the suffocating climate of a world without
windows or doors, human beings inevitably turn on one another.

The catastrophes that atheistic humanism caused in the
twentieth century raise some urgent and interesting questions.
Might it be that the opposite of the skeptics’ claim is true?
Might it be that the man or woman most dependent on God
is, precisely because of that, most free as a human being? Sup-
pose our dependence on God and our human freedom grow in
direct proportion?

RUMORS OF ANGELS

Once upon a time, and indeed not so very long ago, rea-
sonably well educated Catholics could list what were
called the “proofs” for the existence of God: God as the “Prime

Mover,” the “Uncaused Cause,” the “Necessary Being,” and so
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forth.” Today, though the Catholic Church still teaches that
the fact of God’s existence can be rationally known, the
Church’s notion of proofs has been refined. “The person who
seeks God,” the Catechism of the Catholic Church suggests,
“discovers certain ways of coming to know him. These are . . .
called proofs for the existence of God, not in the sense of
proofs in the natural sciences, but rather in the sense of ‘con-

4 .
> " We become convinced

verging and convincing arguments.
of the truth of God’s existence not as we become convinced
that two plus two always equals four in the base-ten system,
but as we become convinced that we love and are loved by
someone. What the Catechism calls “converging and convinc-
ing arguments” for the reality of God emerge not from abstrac-
tion, but from our experience of the world and of our own
lives.

Thirty-some years ago, a sociologist, Peter L. Berger,
offered a winsome demonstration of this. In a book that
became a small classic, entitled 4 Rumor of Angels, Professor
Berger argued that there are “signals of transcendence” embed-
ded in the human condition, moments that powerfully suggest
that the world of our sensory experience is not all there is.
These signals of transcendence are part of the natural world
and our common experience, but they “appear to point
beyond that reality” toward something that might plausibly be
called the “supernatural.” Berger’s signals of transcendence
don’t have to do with extraordinary spiritual experiences, like
the raptures and torments of great mystics. They emerge from
the common, everyday realities of life.

Take, for example, the human need for order. Human
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beings cannot live without order. We are terrified by chaos,
and rather than live in political chaos, men and women will
choose to live under an efficient tyranny (as, for example, in
Germany in the early 1930s). Our need for order, however, is
not just social and political. It is deeply personal, even inter-
personal. Berger asks us to think about a mother reassuring a
frightened child. Imagine a child awakened at night by a bad
dream, shocked into a world that seems dark and threatening.
When the child cries out, the mother responds. What does she
say to comfort the child? Invariably, Berger writes, “the con-
tent of this communication . . . [is] the same—‘Don’t be
afraid—everything is in order, everything is all right.” ”

The mother, we see, is not simply addressing the immedi-
ate situation. She is making a statement about reality itself, a
reality that transcends the immediate fright of her child:
“Everything is all right.” Berger suggests that this familiar state-
ment of reassurance is a “rumor of angels”—a signal of tran-
scendence with cosmic implications. For to say, instinctively,
“Everything is all right,” implies two things: that the “order” a
mother brings to a frightened child is related to an “order that
transcends it,” and that this transcendent reality is something
to which we can trust ourselves and our futures.

Then there is the experience of play. Berger describes little
girls playing hopscotch in a park: “They are completely intent
on their game, closed to the world outside it, happy in their
concentration. Time has stood still for them. . . . The outside
world has, for the duration of the game, ceased to exist. And,
by implication (since the little girls may not be very conscious
of this), pain and death, which are the law of that world, have
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also ceased to exist. Even the adult observer of this scene, who
is perhaps all too conscious of pain and death, is momentarily
drawn into the beatific immunity.” The girls’ play takes place
in a time dimension of its own, a time out of time—or if you
will, a time beyond time. The experience of being “in” that
time out of time is a signal of transcendence. Play teaches us
that the time we know is not all the time there is, and learning
that is liberating.

Peter Berger goes on to discuss three other rumors of
angels, or signals of transcendence, that emerge from the “nor-
mal” world even as they point beyond it. There is the experi-
ence of “hope beyond death,” manifest in the courage of a
soldier who sacrifices himself for a comrade, or the commit-
ment of a dissident who says what he knows he must say,
despite the dire consequences. There is the experience of
absolute revulsion we feel at certain crimes that seem to “cry
out to heaven” (and hell). And there is our experience of the
comic; our laughter at the incongruities and absurdities of life
(what Berger calls “the imprisonment of the human spirit in
the world”) points beyond the tragic to a liberated, even
redeemed, future.

Our lives, Professor Berger concludes, are full of ecstasy:
not in the sense of extraordinary mystical experiences, but in
the quite ordinary sense of all those moments in which we step
“outside the taken-for-granted reality of everyday life” and
experience an “openness to the mystery that surrounds us.”
The daily rhythms of life, Berger suggests, tell us that we don’t
live in a closed universe but in a world with windows and
doors. Certain realities of our daily lives disclose a reality
beyond our daily lives, and that is as true for ordinary people as
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it is for mystics. That transcendent reality, the “mystery” that
surrounds our world, the presence of which we can detect in
our world, is the mystery that Christians call “God.” When we
encounter that reality, the human condition seems lighter,
freer, more of an opportunity and less of a burden; tomorrow
seems an occasion for expectation, not fear. In encountering
the mystery of God, we find liberation, not bondage.

GOD: FATHERHOOD AND MERCY

Experiences of transcendence are all around us, and as the
Catechism of the Catholic Church proposes, some careful
reflection on those experiences can add up to a set of “converg-
ing and convincing arguments” for the reality of God. Those
experiences cannot tell us all that much about who God is,
however, or what God’s attributes might be. For that knowl-
edge, the Catholic Church teaches, we must look to the data of
revelation, which is God’s self-revelation. Where does the bib-
lical God let us know who he is? God tells us who he is in his-
tory: through his relationship with his chosen people, Israel,
and through his Son, Jesus Christ, who reveals God’s attri-
butes in his person, his teaching, and his actions.

Writing on the “character” of God as revealed in the
Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, Pope John Paul II
stresses above all God’s mercy, which is the essential attribute
of God’s fatherhood. Throughout the Hebrew Bible, from the
rebellion at Mt. Sinai to the settlement of the land of Israel to

the trials, exile, and return of the Jewish people, God con-
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stantly makes himself known, amid his people’s inconstancy
and infidelity, by his constancy and fidelity: God makes him-
self known through his mercy. The Hebrew Bible emphasizes
that the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is a just God. The
Hebrew scriptures also reveal, according to John Paul II, that
“love is ‘greater’ than justice: greater in the sense that it is pri-
mary and fundamental.”

The theme of God’s faithful, unbounded mercy continues
in the teaching of Jesus, most poignantly and powerfully in the
parable of the prodigal son. This story (Luke 15.11-32), which
is more aptly called the parable of the merciful father, is a syn-
thesis of the entire biblical theology of mercy—and thus a syn-
thesis of the biblical portrait of God. As John Paul II explains
the parable, the prodigal son (who leaves his father’s house and
wastes his inheritance on a dissolute life of self-indulgence) is a
universal figure, an Everyman feeling the full weight of the
human condition: “the awareness of squandered sonship,” our
lost human dignity. By restoring his repentant son to his
house, not (as the son proposes) as a hireling but as a member
of the family, the forgiving father is faithful to his paternity,
John Paul writes. As “father,” he goes beyond the strict norms
of justice and restores to his wayward son the truth about him-
self—the dignity of being a son, which he has lost. True
mercy, the parable suggests, does not humiliate the one who
receives it. By confirming the recipient of divine mercy in his
or her human dignity, God liberates us.’

The God whom Jesus reveals is far more than a cosmic
assurance that everything that is, including our own lives, is
not the result of sheer contingency. The reality of God means

that we do not live in an irrational or absurd world, and
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knowing that is very important. By means of God’s self-
disclosure in the history of Israel and in Jesus Christ, we know
so much more.

The God whom Jesus reveals is God as Father, God as
paternal mercy, in whom justice and love meet, liberating
those on whom that mercy falls. To seek out that God is nei-
ther childish nor demeaning. To seek out the Father of mercies
is to recognize our neediness for what it is, and to recognize
ourselves for who we are. That is the path of maturity. It is also
the path of authentic freedom.

THE TRINITY

For almost two millennia, Christians have struggled with
the doctrine that the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and
Jesus is a Trinity of Persons, whom Christians call “Father,”
“Son,” and “Holy Spirit.” The Catechism of the Catholic
Church frankly confesses that in “his inmost Being as Holy
Trinity,” God “is a mystery that is inaccessible to reason
alone.” Christians believe in God as a Trinity of Persons not
because they thought their way to the doctrine of the Holy
Trinity abstractly, but because of the Christian experience of
God’s “triune” revelation of himself: the Son reveals the
Father, who sent the Son into the world; the Holy Spirit con-
tinues the Son’s work in the world and in the Church, deepen-
ing our understanding of both the Father and the Son.

The intellectual difficulties of thinking about one God

who is three Persons have challenged the most agile theological
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minds for centuries. The Trinity is also a conundrum for
preachers, as St. Patrick, who according to pious legend tried
to explain the Trinity to the Irish in the fifth century through
the device of a shamrock, understood. Go into any Catholic
church in the world on Trinity Sunday (which falls just one
week after Pentecost, the great annual celebration of the Holy
Spirit and the “birthday of the Church,” celebrated fifty days
after Easter) and, more likely than not, you’ll hear the priest or
deacon begin his sermon by saying, “This is the hardest week
of the year in which to preach.” But there is a way to talk about
the Trinity that is accessible to nontheologians—and that fur-
ther illustrates the point that faith in God teaches us important
truths about human liberation.

Throughout the year, in its weekly and daily worship, the
Church relives through readings from the Bible the great deeds
that God did for his people. The Hebrew Bible teaches us that
God created the world and gave humanity a singular place in
his grand design. He chose a people, Israel, to be the bearers
of his promise of liberation and redemption. In the fullness of
time, the New Testament teaches, God sent his Son, born of
the Virgin Mary, to take upon himself the sins of the world
and to consume them in the fire of his self-sacrificing love.
God then raised Jesus from the dead, and by doing so
destroyed death’s power over creation.

Each of these deeds was done by a God who does not
remain aloof and alone but who is always with us. What God
does teaches us something important about who God is. For
God could not be “with us”—God could not enter into rela-
tionships of intimacy with men and women in history—if
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“being with” were not somehow part of the character of God
in himself.

The God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jesus is a God of
loving intimacy with his creation. To be that kind of God for
us, God must have an experience of loving intimacy, of “being
with,” in his own life. To teach us self-giving and receptivity
and reciprocity, God must know these things in his own eter-
nal life. The God whom Christians believe to be a Holy Trin-
ity is a God overflowing with self-giving: the self-giving of the
Father begets the Son, and the self-giving between Father and
Son gives birth to a radical unity between Father and Son to
whom the New Testament gives the name of “Holy Spirit.”

Humanity began to glimpse this inner mystery of God’s
life through the mission of Jesus Christ, whom St. Matthew’s
Gospel calls by the Hebrew name Emmanuel, which means
“God-with-us” in history. The incarnation of Jesus Christ, the
Word of God become man, prompts our first intuition that
“being with” is what God has been about for all eternity: God
has “been with” from before the creation of the world. For
what the Bible calls “creation” is the outpouring of God’s inte-
rior vitality into time and history. The incarnation of Jesus
Christ and the redemption he won for the world were Trini-
tarian acts, born from the superabundance of God’s own giv-
ing, God’s receptivity, God’s reciprocity.

Put another way, perhaps an even deeper way, the truth
about God the Holy Trinity is that God is a living, eternal
event, a community of self-giving love and receptivity. We can
glimpse this profound truth about the life of God-in-himself
through our experience of God-with-us. God’s deeds in his-
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tory are a divine invitation to ponder, in awe, the love that is
God-in-himself, a Trinity of Persons in a unity of divinity.

God entered history in his chosen people, Israel, and in his
Son, Jesus Christ, to “be with” us so that we might “be with”
God for eternity. That, in Christian belief, is humanity’s des-
tiny. That is what the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ,
the Son of God and second Person of the Trinity, won for us.
That is the promise that is sealed with the gift of the Holy
Spirit, the third Person of that Trinity. We are to live, forever,
within the light and love, the giving and receiving, of the Holy
Trinity. That is what Christians celebrate at Christmas, Easter,
and Pentecost, the great annual feasts of God’s acts in history.

And that is one crucial dimension of this challenging
Christian doctrine of the Trinity. The Trinity, a doctrine
about God, casts a penetrating light on the meaning and pur-
pose of every human life.” The doctrine of the Trinity rein-
forces the Christian claim that self-giving and receptivity are
the road to human flourishing.

GOD BEYOND “SPIRITUALITY”

One hundred years ago, on the edge of the twentieth cen-
tury, enlightened opinion confidently predicted that
humanity would outgrow its “need” for religion by the turn of
the third millennium. Entering the twenty-first century, three
of the most powerful cultural forces on the world stage are reli-
gious: activist Islam, evangelical Protestantism, and Roman
Catholicism. In trying to describe this unexpected phenome-
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non, contemporary enlightened opinion turns to psychological
categories and regards religion (often dubbed “spirituality”) as
one possible answer to a widely felt need. In this perspective,
Christianity is one subset of the widespread human phenome-
non called “religion.” This new fascination with spirituality
should not be dismissed. Neither should it be confused with
what Catholicism understands itself to be.

The idea that religion is the genus of which Christianity is
the species (and Catholicism the subspecies) was invented by
nineteenth-century liberal Protestant scholars of the history of
religions. Despite its limitations, this school of thought did
identify what seems to be a universal fact: the human openness
to the transcendent, illustrated by Peter Berger’s “rumors of
angels.” But Christianity has never understood itself as simply
one example of something else. Christianity is different, and
that difference is made clear by the Christian holiday with the
most universal appeal—Christmas. Many of those engaged in
various forms of spirituality today understand religion as the
human search for God; so do some Christians. In the Catholic
view of things, though, Christianity is God’s search for us, and
our taking the same path as God does. "

That is what the Christmas story teaches us, for that is
what the angels announced to the shepherds in the fields above
Bethlehem. God had become man so that God might enter
fully into the world’s sorrow, transforming it to joy. The shep-
herds are invited to undertake this journey, to go to meet God,
who is to be found “wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in
a manger” (Luke 2.7).

That curiosity—the Son of God submitting his freedom to
human binding in order to set us free—is but the first of the
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sometimes disturbing surprises presented by the story of God
incarnate, God in search of us. The drama of those surprises
will intensify between Christmas and Good Friday, as the baby
of Bethlehem becomes a sign of contradiction to a world that
rejects him, abuses him, and ultimately kills him. The mystery
does not end with death, though. The Son’s complete self-
sacrifice is vindicated by the Father in the resurrection of Jesus,
who as Christ the risen Lord sends forth his Holy Spirit so that
we may be free as he is free.

God in search of us is not just an example of religion. It is
not another episode in spirituality. It is, the Catholic Church
proposes, nothing less than the truth of the world.



3

Liberal Church? Conservative
Church?

Why Catholicism Is Not a “Denomination,” and
What That Means

On January 25, 1959, Pope John XXIII shocked the
Catholic world by announcing his intention to summon
the twenty-first ecumenical Council in the history of the
Church. The previous twenty Councils had defined dogma,
condemned heresy, written legal codes, and deposed emperors.
They had tried, unsuccessfully, to heal the divisions between
the Christian East and the Christian West; they had estab-
lished guidelines for worship and penitential practice. Ecu-
menical Councils of all the world’s bishops had met in Italy,
France, Germany, and Asia Minor; they had lasted a few
months, and in one case, eighteen years. Whatever they
accomplished, wherever they had met, or however long they
had taken, virtually all of the ecumenical Councils had been
caused by controversy, conducted in controversy, and followed
by controversy.
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John XXIII had something different in mind.

The seventy-eight-year-old Pope imagined the Council as
a “new Pentecost.” Just as the Holy Spirit, on the first Pente-
cost, had empowered the apostles to preach the truth of Jesus
Christ 