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			Praise for Letters to a Young Catholic

			“If I weren’t a cradle Catholic, George Weigel’s Letters to a Young Catholic might make me want to convert.”—Washington Post

			“‘Great Expectations,’ in fact, could be Weigel’s subtitle, for that is what he hopes to inspire in youthful souls with his graceful meditations on truth, beauty, and love.”—Claremont Institute Review

			“But even on the toughest of topics—life and death, and ­suffering—he manages to quickly hit important notes, quoting scripture and giving the reader something to work with, plus tying these deep issues into the hottest and most crucial public-policy and morality debates of our day. . . . I expect Letters will be a long-time Catholic-culture classic.”—National Review

			“This is a luminous work that would appeal to anyone interested in faith, hope, and life itself.”—Booklist

			“Writing in a conversational, epistolary form aimed at young Catholics, Weigel offers a book that simultaneously is, and is not, your grandmother’s catechism: he affirms the core doctrines of the Church, but he does so in a way that is refreshingly contemporary and—because of his emphasis on Church sites around the world—catholic as well as Catholic. . . . This book is simply first-rate.”—Publishers Weekly
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			A Preliminary Postcard

			[image: 233.tiff] These letters are written to, and for, young Catholics—and not-so-young Catholics, and indeed curious souls of any religious persuasion or none—who wonder what it means to be a Catholic in the twenty-first century and the third millennium. There are lots of ways to explore that question. We could take a walk through the Catechism of the Catholic Church, reviewing the key points of Christian doctrine and thinking through the myriad challenges of living a Catholic life today. We could ponder the lives of the saints, ancient and modern, and see what their experiences have to offer by way of example and inspiration. We could think together about the Church’s sacraments: What does it mean to be baptized, to celebrate the Mass and receive Christ’s body and blood in Holy Communion, to experience the forgiveness of Christ in the sacrament of Penance? We could discuss prayer, and its many forms, styles, and methods.

			The more I think about it, though, the more it seems to me that the best way to explore the meaning of Catholicism is to take an epistolary tour of the Catholic world, or at least those parts of the Catholic world that have shaped my own understanding of the Church, its people, its teaching, and its way of life. Catholicism is a very tangible business—it’s about seeing and hearing, touching, tasting, and smelling as much as it’s about texts and arguments and ideas. Visiting some of the more intriguing parts of the Catholic world will, I hope, be an experience of the mystery of the Church, which is crucial to understanding it. And by the “mystery” of the Church, I don’t mean documents filed away in the Vatican Secret Archives. I mean those dimensions of the Catholic experience that are matters of intuition and empathy and insight—experiences which can never be fully captured discursively.

			Where to begin our tour? Perhaps a little autobiographical indulgence isn’t out of place in a book like this. So let’s begin by visiting the Catholic world of my youth. At the very least, it’s an interesting slice of Americana. I think it’s more than that, though. For when I was a very young Catholic, I absorbed things by a kind of osmosis, things that just may shed light on the fuller and deeper truths of Catholic faith today—even though we’re living in a very different time and place and circumstance.

		

	
		
			
            LETTER ONE

            
			BALTIMORE AND MILLEDGEVILLE

			Acquiring the “Habit of Being”

			[image: 8991.jpg] grew up in what now seems to have been the last moment of intact Catholic culture in the United States: the late Fifties and early Sixties, in Baltimore, one of the most Catholic cities in the country. There were lots of places like this—Boston, surely; large parts of New York and Philadelphia; Chicago and Milwaukee and St. Louis. Still, there was something distinctive about Catholic Baltimore in those days. American Catholics past and present are notoriously ignorant of the history of the Church in the United States. In Baltimore, we were very much aware that we were living in the first of American dioceses, with the first bishop and the first cathedral—and, of course, the “Baltimore Catechism,” which was used in those days from sea to shining sea.

			Catholic Baltimore was different from other parts of America’s urban Catholic culture in degree, not in kind. We didn’t divide the world into “Baltimore Catholicism” and “Milwaukee Catholicism” (or Philadelphia Catholicism, or New York Catholicism, or Boston Catholicism or whatever). We quite naturally and unselfconsciously divided the world into “Catholics”—people we recognized by a kind of instinct—and “non-Catholics.” That instinct wasn’t a matter of prejudice. It was the product of a unique experience, and you instinctively recognized people who’d been formed by the same experience.

			How were we different? To begin with, we had a singular way of describing ourselves. When someone asked us where we were from, we didn’t say “South Baltimore” or “Highlandtown” or “Towson” or “Catonsville.” We’d say “I’m from Star of the Sea” (or “St. Elizabeth’s” or “Immaculate Conception” or “St. Agnes,” or, in my case, “the New Cathedral”). Baltimore was, and is, a city of neighborhoods, but in hindsight it seems instructive that we identified ourselves first by parish, rather than by geographic area. Some might call this “tribal,” and there were certainly elements of the tribal (especially ethnic-tribal) in this distinctive way of telling a stranger who you were. It was a different kind of tribalism, though, a Catholic tribalism that fostered both fierce rivalries and even fiercer loyalties: rivalries among parishes and schools and teams and youth groups, but beyond and through all those rivalries, an intense sense of belonging to something larger than ourselves, something beyond ourselves that somehow lived inside us, too. All of which was, as I look back on it, a first inkling of “catholicity” (which is another word for “universality”) and its relationship to particularity.

			We used a different vocabulary, in the Catholic world in which I grew up. With the possible exception of those grinds who were aiming to score 800 on the SAT verbals, the only American kids between the ages of ten and eighteen who regularly used words like vocation, monstrance, missal, crucifer, biretta, chasuble, surplice, ciborium, and paten were Catholics. (That much of this arcane vocabulary was Latin-derived was a source of aggravation to generations of high school and college English composition teachers, eager to get us using short, sharp words of Anglo-Saxon origin rather than those luxurious Latinate nouns and verbs.) We also pronounced words differently: non-Catholics said “Saint AW-gus-teen,” but we knew it was “Saint Uh-GUS-tin.” Then there was our sense of identification with some local heroes. Other kids could recite the relevant batting and pitching, passing and receiving statistics of their sporting idols, but hadn’t a clue (and couldn’t have cared less) about their religious affiliation. We were stat-crazy, too, but we also knew exactly who was a Catholic (John Unitas, Art Donovan, Brooks Robinson) and what parish they belonged to. And we sensed a connection to these athletic gods that was . . . different, somehow.

			With our Catholic school uniforms, we looked different—and if those uniforms saved our parents a lot of clothes money (which they did), they also reinforced a sense of belonging to something distinctive. So did the fact that we were taught by religious sisters (whom we mistakenly called “nuns,” ignorant of the terminological technicality that “nuns” are, by definition, cloistered). Some were magnificent: my first-grade teacher, Sister Mary Moira, SSND, understood “phonics” a generation ahead of time and could teach a stone to read. Others were, to put it gently, less than adequate: my seventy-something fifth-grade teacher, Sister Maurelia, still insisted that the sun orbited the earth. Yet even the bad teachers commanded respect, and through the combined effects of their personal discipline, their austerity, and their devotional lives, even the bad teachers were teaching us something important about life and its purposes, however clumsily or inarticulately. (And yes, there were occasional Ingrid Bergman/Bells of St. Mary’s moments: the aforementioned Sister Maurelia’s devotion to the Ptolemaic universe coexisted with an impressive capacity to clobber a misbehaving boy with a well-aimed chalkboard eraser at twenty paces. Anyone who described such behavior as “abusive” would have been considered insane.)

			Our calendar, and the habits it bred into us, also marked us out as distinctive. “Holy Days of Obligation” (like the December 8 feast of Mary’s Immaculate Conception) were days off from school then—a source of envy among the “publics,” as we sometimes called the kids in the government schools. In that innocent era, before Christian terminology in the government schools had been deemed a danger to the Republic, everybody had “Christmas vacation”; but we had “Easter vacation” while everybody else had “Spring break.” Meatless Fridays set us apart from our non-Catholic friends and neighbors: no one else we knew took peanut butter and jelly (or tuna fish, or Swiss cheese on rye) sandwiches to school in their lunch bags (or lunch boxes, among the smaller fry). Our parents couldn’t eat meat at breakfast and lunch on the weekdays of Lent, and everyone fasted for three hours before going to church on Sunday morning. First Communion (in the second grade) and Confirmation (in the fourth grade) were major landmarks in our uniquely Catholic lifecycle.

			Our Protestant friends knew their Bible a lot better than we did, but we knew our catechism; and, looking back, it strikes me that the memorization of its answers was not only the basic structure of our early religious instruction—it was a first hint that Catholicism is deeply, even passionately, invested in ideas, even ideas boiled down into single-sentence formulas. (Little did we know the titanic struggles that had gone into creating those precise formulations over the centuries.) We had a ritual life that also set us apart. Most of us went to Mass every Sunday (plus those blessed, school-free holy days), and the idea of a churchless Sunday struck us as somehow odd. The Mass was, of course, celebrated in Latin (with the Gospel read in English before the sermon). Catholic boys memorized “the responses” in Latin in order to serve at the altar (the frequent response Et cum spiritu tuo giving rise, phonetically, to the old saw about the classic Catholic telephone number: “Et cum speery, two-two-oh”). From constant repetition during Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament and from the weekly Lenten devotion known as the “Stations of the Cross,” boys and girls alike learned a few Latin hymns (“Tantum ergo,” “O salutaris hostia,” “Stabat mater”). And for some reason, perhaps best understood by religious anthropologists, it didn’t strike us as the least bit peculiar that we prayed and sang in an ancient language that few of us knew—until, that is, Latin was drummed into us, declension by declension and conjugation by conjugation, when we hit high school.

			Some of the things we did raised the eyebrows of our more assertively Protestant neighbors. Our piety had a distinctly Marian flavor, unintelligible and perhaps vaguely blasphemous to non-Catholics. Catholic families were encouraged to say the rosary together, and the annual “May procession” was a great event on the school and parish calendar; its high point came when an especially favored girl from the parish school “crowned” a statue of Mary with a garland of flowers. What truly marked us off as different, though (and, in the eyes of some, not merely different but perversely different), was what everyone in those days called “going to confession.” Making one’s first confession was an absolute and unchallenged prerequisite to First Communion. So, at age seven or eight we learned an etiquette of self-examination and self-accusation that our Protestant friends (when they got up the nerve to ask) found incomprehensible. Mythologies notwithstanding, “going to confession” wasn’t a terrifying or morbid experience: at least once a month we were taken to church from the parochial school and lined up outside the confessional to do our penitential duty, about which, insofar as I can recall, no one complained. All of this (examining conscience, making a “firm purpose of amendment,” describing our peccadillos, receiving and saying a brief penance) was simply what we did because of who we were. If other people didn’t do such things, they were the odd ducks, not us. They were the ones missing something.

			Then there were our international connections, which seemed more richly textured than our neighbors’. American Christians have always been mission-conscious. Still, I don’t recall hearing my Protestant friends talk about “ransoming pagan babies,” which was something we did during Lent throughout my early years in elementary school. In those days, when a quarter was a lot of money, the idea was to put your pennies and nickels in a small cardboard collection box you kept at home and to accumulate over the forty days of Lent a total of $5.00—which required another self-discipline, to wit, not raiding the collection box too often. This $5.00 would be given to a mission, usually in Africa, and in return, the donor was allowed to give the “pagan baby” its Christian name at its baptism (if memory serves, we got a certificate noting that “James” or “Mary” or whoever had been baptized because of our generosity). I never quite figured out how this worked at the other end, unless all our “pagan babies” were orphans without parents to name them. The point, however, was not the logistics, but the sense that was quickly ingrained in us of being part of a worldwide body. Mission talks were a regular feature of Catholic schools, and the Catholic periodical literature of the day (even for children) was chock-full of stories from the missions, some of them of a blood-curdling sort. The Jesuits and the Religious of the Sacred Heart may have been the up-market religious orders when I was growing up, but the Catholic Foreign Mission Society of America—“Maryknoll”—was where the adventure was.

			We were also at least vaguely aware of belonging to a worldwide Church that was being persecuted in various places. The idea of a “Christian-Marxist dialogue” was buried in the womb of the future. What we knew about communism was that communists had killed Yugoslavia’s Cardinal Alojzije Stepinac, tortured Hungary’s Cardinal József Mindszenty, and locked up the gentle Bishop James Edward Walsh of Maryknoll (a fellow Marylander and veteran missionary to China). Some of this storytelling had an effect on me that I couldn’t possibly have imagined at the time.

			A lot of my writing over the past three and a half decades has had to do with Poland, and I can’t help but think that the seeds of my Polish passion were planted early—in the third grade, to be precise. In early 1959, the principal of the old Cathedral School in downtown Baltimore, Sister Euphemia, announced that each class in the school would be assigned a communist dictator for whose conversion we were to pray during Lent that year. Everybody wanted Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev, of course, because he was the only communist dictator most of us had ever heard of. So there was great disappointment in the third grade when, by the luck of the draw, we got the boss Polish communist, Władysław Gomułka. More than thirty years later I would write a book that, among other things, chronicled Gomułka’s complex role in Polish Church-state relations; you can’t tell me there isn’t a connection, somehow, to that third-grade experience.

			The other great international linkage that made us different was, of course, the link to what an earlier generation of anti-Catholic bigots (actually, in our grandparents’ time) had been pleased to call a “foreign potentate”—the pope. The sense of connection to “Rome” and to the pope himself was strong. Pius XII, the pope of my boyhood, was an ethereal figure; yet every Catholic I knew seemed to feel a personal attachment to him, and I well remember the tears shed when he died in October 1958. I was then in the second grade, and, along with all eight grades of the old Cathedral School, I was marched across Mulberry Street into the Cathedral of the Assumption, where one of the young priests on the cathedral staff led us in five decades of the rosary. Our elders, for the next few days, said that “there would never be another pope like Pius XII” (a good call, if not for the reasons they imagined at the time). Then, when a portly, seventy-seven-year-old Italian named Roncalli was elected and took what sounded like a bizarre name, “John XXIII,” those same elders sagely noted that things just weren’t the same (they got that right, too, if again for an entirely different set of reasons). This emotional and spiritual connection to the Bishop of Rome never seemed to us odd, much less un-American, and the anti-Catholic agitations of the 1960 presidential campaign struck us as weird rather than threatening: we knew we were Catholics and Americans, and if someone else had a problem with that, well, that was their problem, as we used to say. It certainly wasn’t ours.

			So we were . . . different, and we knew ourselves to be different, yet without experiencing ourselves as strangers in a strange land. Garry Wills and I have never agreed on much, but Wills had it exactly right when, in an elegiac essay written in the early 1970s, he said that our generation of Catholics in America had grown up in a ghetto—just as he was right when he also wrote that it wasn’t a bad ghetto in which to grow up. Indeed, the most ghettoized people of all, I’ve come to learn, are the people who don’t know they grew up in a particular time and place and culture, and who think they can get to universal truths outside of particular realities and commitments. There are ghettos and then there are ghettos. The real question is not whether you grow up in a ghetto, but whether the ideas and customs and rhythms of your particular ghetto prepare you to engage other ideas and customs and life experiences without losing touch with your roots. Long before Alex Haley successfully marketed the idea, we had gotten the idea that “roots” were important, because without roots there’s no growth, only dryness and decay.
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			Still, whether we knew it or not (and most of us didn’t know it until later in life), this “Catholic difference” wasn’t only a matter of how we described ourselves, how we talked, what we wore and ate, where we went to school, and who taught us. The real “Catholic difference”—which was mediated to us by all these other differences—was, at bottom, a way of seeing the world. And, by a roundabout route, this brings us to the first proposition I’d like you to consider: while Catholicism is a body of beliefs and a way of life, Catholicism is also an optic, a way of seeing things, a distinctive perception of reality.

			What is it? You can describe it in many ways. You can call it the “Catholic both/and”: nature and grace, faith and works, Jerusalem and Athens, faith and reason, charismatic and institutional, visible and invisible. You can call it the “sacramental imagination” (about which, much more later). You can call it a taste for the analogical, as distinguished from some Protestants’ taste for the dialectical. You can, in the broadest terms, call it “Catholic culture.” However it’s described, though, it’s not something you simply argue yourself into. Rather, it’s something you experience aesthetically as well as intellectually, with the emotions as well as the mind, through friendships and worship and experiences-beyond-words as well as through arguments and syllogisms. And that, to go back to the beginning, is why, in thinking through the question of what it means to be a Catholic today, it’s a good idea to go on a tour of the Catholic world—because there are particular places where this uniquely Catholic way of seeing things comes into clearer focus, as do the particular challenges that twenty-first-century Catholicism faces. 

			Which brings us to another, perhaps unlikely, place at the beginning of our journey: Milledgeville, Georgia, deep in the heart of Dixie, the least Catholic part of the United States—demographically speaking, at least.

			Andalusia Farm, outside Milledgeville, was the home of Flannery O’Connor, one of the most gifted American writers of the past half-century. F. Scott Fitzgerald, another great mid-twentieth-century writer, couldn’t escape his boyhood Catholicism, no matter how hard he tried (and he tried very hard). Flannery O’Connor wrote the way she did precisely because she was a dead-serious Catholic with a deep intuition about the Catholic optic on life.

			Born in Savannah in 1925, Mary Flannery O’Connor and her family moved to Andalusia Farm when Flannery was twelve. In 1945 she graduated from the Georgia State College for Women, and then she studied at the famous Writers’ Workshop at the University of Iowa. In 1949, the onset of systemic lupus erythematosus, the chronic inflammatory disease that had taken her father’s life before Flannery was sixteen, brought her home to Milledgeville, where she spent the rest of her life (save for the occasional out-of-town lecture), and where she died in 1964, at thirty-nine. 

			Her writing habits were as austere as her prose: her desk faced a whitewashed wall, and she wrote her fiction looking at that blank space. What she wanted to convey in her stories and novels came out of her head and her reading and her reflection and her prayer. And what she wrote was often misunderstood as dark parody and violent satire, when in fact she was holding up a mirror to a modern world that had come to think of its distortions as natural (as she once put it). Fifteen years after her death, her friend Sally Fitzgerald edited and published a collection of her letters under the title The Habit of Being. And the world discovered a new Flannery O’Connor—a gifted Catholic apologist and razor-sharp analyst of the “Catholic difference” in its sometimes challenging, sometimes enthusiastic, and always bracing encounter with modern culture.

			Flannery O’Connor’s novels and short stories struck her first critics, and often strike readers today, as being dominated by grotesques. (Asked why she wrote so frequently about grotesques, Miss O’Connor, who had a very dry wit, used to reply that, in the South, they liked to think they could still recognize them.) In fact, Flannery O’Connor’s fiction is pervaded by a deeply Catholic intuition about the temper of our times and what the peculiarly modern determination to identify freedom with radical personal autonomy—“my way”—has done to us. As she once put it in one of those posthumously published letters (referring to a “moronic” review of one of her stories in The New Yorker), “the moral sense has been bred out of certain sections of the population, like the wings that have been bred off certain chickens to produce more white meat on them.” By “moral sense,” I think Miss O’Connor meant the “habit of being,” that spiritual sensibility which allows us to experience the world not as one damn thing after another, but as the dramatic arena of creation, sin, redemption, and sanctification. “This is a generation of wingless chickens,” O’Connor continued, “which is I suppose what Nietzsche meant when he said God is dead.” The proclamation of the death of God had resulted in the death of the truly human: what was left behind were wingless chickens.

			And here’s the second proposition to ponder: for all the sentimentality that occasionally clings to Catholic piety, there is nothing sentimental about Catholicism. “There is nothing harder or less sentimental than Christian realism,” Flannery O’Connor wrote, because Christianity stands or falls with the Incarnation—God’s entry into history through Jesus of Nazareth, who is both the Son of God, the Second Person of the Trinity, and the son of Mary, a young Jewish girl living on the outer fringes of the Roman Empire. History and humanity are the vehicles by which God reveals himself to the world he created. History is the arena, and humanity the vessel, through which God redeems the world. History and humanity count, and count, ultimately, not because of our pride, but because of God’s merciful love, the unsentimental but cleansing love of the father who welcomes the prodigal son home, knowing full well that the prodigal has made a thoroughgoing mess of his life by his selfishness, his “autonomy,” his conviction that nothing, including himself, really counts.

			“If you live today, you breathe in nihilism . . . it’s the gas you breathe,” wrote Flannery O’Connor; “if I hadn’t had the Church to fight it with or to tell me the necessity of fighting it, I would be the stinkingest logical positivist you ever saw right now.” So, I expect, would I. So, perhaps, would you. So here’s one more way to think about Catholicism and its distinctive optic on the world and on us: Catholicism is an antidote to nihilism. And by “nihilism” I mean not the sour, dark, often violent nihilism of Nietzsche and Sartre, but what my friend the late Father Ernest Fortin (who borrowed the term from his friend, Alan Bloom) used to call “debonair nihilism”: the nihilism that enjoys itself on the way to oblivion, convinced that all of this—the world, us, relationships, sex, beauty, history—is really just a cosmic joke. Against the nihilist claim that nothing is really of consequence, Catholicism insists that everything is of consequence, because everything has been redeemed by Christ.

			And if you believe that, it changes the way you see things. It changes the way everything looks. Here is Flannery O’Connor again, reflecting on the Catholic difference in her own artistic and spiritual life and in the life and work of fellow-author Caroline Gordon Tate:

			I feel that if I were not a Catholic, I would have no reason to write, no reason to see, no reason ever to feel horrified or even to enjoy anything. I am a born Catholic, went to Catholic schools in my early years, and have never left or wanted to leave the Church. I have never had the sense that being a Catholic is a limit to the freedom of the writer, but just the reverse. Mrs. Tate told me that after she became a Catholic, she felt she could use her eyes and accept what she saw for the first time, she didn’t have to make a new universe for each book but could take the one she found.

			To be sure, Catholicism wants to change the world—primarily by converting it. At the same time, Catholicism takes the world as it is—Catholicism tries to convert this world, not some other world or some other humanity of our imagining—because God took the world as it is. God didn’t create a different world to redeem; God, in the person of his Son, redeemed the world he had created, which is a world of freedom in which our decisions have real consequences, for good and for evil. Flannery O’Connor used to complain, wryly, that the critics who described her fiction as “horror stories” always had “hold of the wrong horror.” The horror isn’t wickedness. The horror of the modern world is that, if nothing is really of ultimate consequence, then the wickedness isn’t really wicked, the good isn’t good, and we’re back, once again, to all those pathetic “wingless chickens.”

			Flannery O’Connor’s wry wit may be giving you the impression that being Catholic and being feisty are not mutually exclusive. Good. Let’s ratchet that up just one more notch. In the late 1940s, Miss O’Connor, then an aspiring young writer, was taken to a literary dinner in New York at the home of Mary McCarthy, who had made a considerable commercial success out of the story of her break from the Church. Invitations to dinner with Mary McCarthy, a certified heavyweight on the New York literary scene, were gold and frankincense to struggling writers; Flannery O’Connor played the evening rather differently than your typical fledgling author-on-the-make. Here’s her description of the self-consciously sophisticated repartee of that dinner party, and her sole contribution to it:

			I was once . . . taken by some friends to have dinner with Mary McCarthy and her husband, Mr. Broadwater. (She just wrote that book, A Charmed Life.) She departed the Church at the age of 15 and is a Big Intellectual. We went at eight and at one, I hadn’t opened my mouth once, there being nothing for me in such company to say. The people who took me were Robert Lowell and his now wife, Elizabeth Hardwick. Having me there was like having a dog present who had been trained to say a few words but overcome with inadequacy had forgotten them. Well, toward morning the conversation turned on the Eucharist, which I, being the Catholic, was obviously supposed to defend. Mrs. Broadwater said when she was a child and received the Host, she thought of it as the Holy Ghost, He being the “most portable” person of the Trinity; now she thought of it as a symbol and implied that it was a pretty good one. I then said, in a very shaky voice, “Well, if it’s a symbol, to hell with it.” That was all the defense I was capable of but I realize now that this is all I will ever be able to say about it, outside a story, except that it is the center of existence for me; all the rest of life is expendable.

			Now: there’s a lot to be learned from modern philosophy and theology about the difference between a “sign” (which simply conveys a message, like “Stop” or “This is Crest toothpaste”) and a “symbol,” a more complex reality that makes present, or embodies, the truth it communicates (a wedding ring, for instance). And yes, there’s a certain theological sense in which the sacraments are “symbols” through which Christ is really and truly present to his people, the Church. But prior to such distinctions, important as they are, is the gut Catholic instinct that Flannery O’Connor defended so rashly in Mary McCarthy’s living room. If Mary McCarthy was right, and the Eucharist only represented Christ in some magical way, then Flannery O’Connor was being utterly, thoroughly, radically orthodox when she muttered, “Well, if it’s a symbol, to hell with it.”

			The Catholic imagination, this habit of being we’ve been exploring, is serious business. An evangelical Protestant of my acquaintance once said to a Catholic friend, “If I really believed, like you say you do, that Christ himself is in that tabernacle, I’d be crawling up the aisle on my hands and knees.” That’s about half-right: for the Catholic habit of being teaches us both the fear of the Lord (in the sense of being awestruck by the majesty and mercy of God) and an intimacy, even familiarity, with God the Holy Trinity, through the personal relationship with Jesus Christ that is the heart of Catholic faith. Inside that distinctively Catholic “both/and” of the intimate and the awesome lies the conviction that all of this is for real. Stuff counts. I count. You count. It all counts. Because all of it—you, me, our friends, our critics, the man I jostled on the subway this morning and the bag lady sleeping on the heating grate outside the Farragut North metro stop, the whole mad, sad, noble, degraded, endlessly fascinating human story—is really His-story, Christ’s story, supercharged with that fullness of truth and love that can only come from Truth and Love itself: that can only come from God.
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			That’s what I learned, at least in terms of instincts, in those last years of the intact urban Catholic culture of America. I learned what Flannery O’Connor later named for me as the “habit of being.” For all its gaudiness, the world of debonair nihilism in which you’ve grown up sees the world in black and white, and in two dimensions only. In the world of debonair nihilism, there is only me, and there are only transient pleasures to be grasped and indulged and then quickly forgotten, on the way to the next ephemeral high produced by my willfulness. By contrast, the Catholic imagination, this habit of being, teaches us to see the world in Technicolor and to live in it in three dimensions (or, truth to tell, four, because time counts, too, for Catholicism as well as for Einstein).

			That’s the habit I hope this correspondence and our tour of the Catholic world helps you acquire: the habit of being, the habit of seeing things in depth, as they are and for what they are. Everything that is, is for a reason. Everything that happens, happens for a purpose. That’s what it means to understand history as His-story. Seeing things in their true dimensions is one very large part of what it means to be a Catholic. For learning to see things aright here is how we become the kind of people who can see, and love, God forever.

		

	
		
			LETTER TWO

			THE PAPAL BASILICA OF ST. PETER’S, ROME

			The Scavi and the Grittiness of Catholicism

			[image: 8941.png] ope Pius XI died on February 10, 1939. Prior to his election as Bishop of Rome in 1922, he had briefly been the Archbishop of Milan, and the people of the city of St. Ambrose wanted to honor his memory by building a fitting resting place for him in St. Peter’s Basilica. So funds were raised, artists commissioned, and a magnificent marble sarcophagus, which was to be the centerpiece of a richly decorated mosaic vault, was prepared and sent to Rome.

			According to one story I’ve heard, when it came time to fit the new tomb into the Grottoes underneath the papal high altar in St. Peter’s, it was simply too large. Perhaps that’s a case of historical embellishment, which isn’t rare in Italy; or perhaps it’s just a Roman attempt to tweak the usually efficient Milanese. In any event, there had long been plans for renovating the entire Grotto area, to make it a more appropriate place for pilgrims to pray. So Pope Pius XII, successor to Pius XI, ordered the floor of the undercroft to be lowered to make room for the tomb of his predecessor, and as a first step in the planned renovation.

			It was a decision with unforeseen consequences.

			What we know today as “St. Peter’s” used to be called “New St. Peter’s,” to distinguish it from “Old St. Peter’s,” the basilica built by the Emperor Constantine in the fourth century over what he and everyone else understood to be the grave of Peter, Prince of the Apostles. Despite his absorption in planning the new imperial capital at Constantinople, Constantine himself helped a bit with the construction of his magnificent St. Peter’s, by carrying twelve baskets of earth to the site, one for each of the twelve apostles. For more than a millennium, “Old St. Peter’s” was one of the focal points of the Christian world, a pole toward which Christians’ internal compasses naturally pointed.

			By the second half of the fifteenth century, however, Old St. Peter’s had fallen to rack and ruin; the decision was made to pull it down, stone by stone, to make way for a new basilica. The building of “New St. Peter’s,” which would eventually include the world’s largest dome and the fantastically strong foundations needed to support it, took 120 years and absorbed the attention of 20 popes and 10 architects, including such greats as Bramante, Michelangelo, and Bernini. The building’s changing design, the execution of those designs, and the fundraising necessary to support such a vast project caused a lot of controversy and contributed indirectly to the fracturing of Western Christianity in the Reformation. Amidst all the confusion and construction, little was done to explore the tomb of St. Peter. It was simply assumed to be where tradition and Constantine had sited it. “New St. Peter’s” was thus built without any systematic excavation of what was underneath Old St. Peter’s.

			When the workmen began lowering the floor of the undercroft to accommodate the tomb of Pope Pius XI and renovate the Grotto space, they discovered a series of tombs that, on further examination, seemed to be part of a kind of necropolis, complete with walls, streets, benches, funerary monuments, and so forth. Much of this had been disturbed or destroyed when the ancient Vatican Hill was leveled by Constantine’s fourth-century builders, but a fair amount of it was still intact. While World War II raged across Europe, Pius XII quietly authorized a full-scale archaeological excavation of the area, which continued throughout the 1940s.

			Digging under the papal high altar of the basilica was something like peeling an onion, or opening one of those nested Russian matrushka dolls. Eventually, the excavators found a shrine, the Tropaion (the Greek word for trophy or victory monument): a classic structure, with columns supporting what may have been an altar, surmounted by a pediment. The floor of the Tropaion, in which there’s an opening that delineates the boundaries of the grave over which the monument had been built, defined the level of the floor of Constantine’s basilica. At the back of the Tropaion was a red wall; exposed to the elements, it began to crack, necessitating the construction of a buttressing wall to support the whole structure. When the archaeologists unearthed the buttressing wall, they found it covered with graffiti—and it contained a secret, marble-lined repository. One piece of graffiti, decoded, seemed to say “Peter is [here].”

			Thanks to long-delayed renovation plans, the need to accommodate Pius XI’s tomb, and the curiosity of Pius XII (who seems to have been intrigued by the discovery of King Tut’s tomb in 1923), the archaeologists eventually unearthed a small city of the dead beneath the foundations of “Old St. Peter’s,” which had been incorporated into “New St. Peter’s” as supports for the colossal new structure. There had been, evidently, a vast pagan burial ground on the Vatican Hill. At some point, Christians began to be buried there. The central grave that defines the Tropaion is surrounded by other graves, which radiate out from it. Thus it seems that the remains of St. Peter, which would have been among the most jealously guarded relics of the ancient Roman Christian community, had been buried, perhaps immediately after his death, perhaps a brief time later, in the Vatican Hill necropolis: secretly, but with sufficient clues to indicate to pious Christian pilgrims the location of Peter’s tomb. Perhaps the remains were, during persecutions, moved to a less risky place and then reinterred. Perhaps the Tropaion was part of a Christian complex that, in calmer times, was used for baptisms, ordinations, and funerals. Perhaps, before the Tropaion was built, the grave itself was used as a site for small Christian gatherings in the dead of night.

			No one knows for sure. Archaeology isn’t algebra; it yields probabilities rather than certainties. But reputable scientific opinion today holds that the excavations under St. Peter’s in the 1940s—excavations originally undertaken for an entirely different purpose—did yield the mortal remains of Peter.

			Oddly enough, amidst the fragments of Peter’s skull, vertebrae, arms, hands, pelvis, and legs, there is nothing from the ankles on down. But perhaps that isn’t so odd after all. If a man has been crucified upside down, as tradition says Peter was, the easiest way to remove what was left of his body (which may well have been turned into a living torch during his execution, in another refinement of Roman cruelty) would have been to chop off the deceased’s feet and remove the rest of the corpse from its cross.

			The remarkable sites beneath St. Peter’s are known today as the Scavi (excavations). A walk through them is a walk into some important truths about what it means to be a Catholic.
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			Not so long ago, you couldn’t see St. Peter’s from the Tiber River, a few hundred yards away: it was fronted by a Roman slum, the Borgo. To prepare for the Holy Year of 1950, the Italian government knocked the slums down and built a broad avenue that runs from the Tiber up to St. Peter’s Square: the Via della Conciliazione (Reconciliation Street), so named for the 1929 modus vivendi between the Italian Republic and the Church that created the independent microstate of Vatican City. No matter how many times you do it, the turn into the Conciliazione and that first, startling view of St. Peter’s and its dome is always breathtaking. We’re fortunate to be doing this today, because the basilica, whose facade was extensively cleaned for the Great Jubilee of 2000, looks better than it has in centuries, and perhaps ever. What was once a blinding mass of white travertine stone has, on cleaning, revealed itself to be a rich mix of colors, including café au lait and some light pastels. Still, it’s not the facade and the dome on which we want to concentrate as we walk into the Square, but the obelisk that stands precisely in the center of the Square, framed by Bernini’s great colonnade.

			The obelisk, a granite Egyptian monolith standing 84 feet tall and weighing 350 tons, was brought to Rome from North Africa by the mad emperor Caligula, who terrorized Rome from 37 to 41, before he was assassinated by the Praetorian Guard; his wickedness, you may remember, was memorably portrayed by John Hurt in the BBC television series I, Claudius. Caligula’s nephew, Nero, made the obelisk part of the spina, or “spine,” of his “circus,” an elongated oval in which races were held, mock battles staged, exotic animals exhibited—and the condemned executed, often with unimaginable viciousness, for the amusement of the spectators. As you look to the left of St. Peter’s, you can see, past the Swiss Guard standing at the Archway of the Bells, the area of Vatican City known as the Piazza dei Protomartiri Romani (the Square of the First Roman Martyrs), so named because that was the part of Nero’s now nonexistent circus in which many faithful Christians paid the ultimate price of fidelity.

			Tradition tells us that Peter died during one of Nero’s spasms of persecution, and if so, he likely died in Nero’s circus. If he did, then it’s quite possible that the last thing Peter saw on this earth was the obelisk we’re now pondering, which was moved to the Square in 1586 by Pope Sixtus V. Think about that as we walk a bit farther into the Vatican.

			As we enter through the Archway of the Bells, we come to the Scavi office, the entrance to the excavations beneath the basilica. Scavi tours are not large affairs, and as we go down the stairways and enter the excavations themselves, you can see why. The passageways are narrow and slightly musty, even dampish. As we make our way through the dark corridors that were once streets and alleys in the Vatican Hill necropolis, our guide points out the elaborate pagan funerary monuments as well as Christian tombs. There, after about a twenty-minute walk, is what can be made out of the Tropaion. And after that, reinterred in the graffiti-marked wall I mentioned before, are what the guide tells us are the mortal remains of Peter the Apostle. Leaving through the gilded baroque splendor of the Clementine Chapel, you can’t help but think that what we’ve just seen and touched and smelled is about as close to the apostolic roots of the Catholic Church as it’s possible to get.

			The Scavi are more than excavations; if we take them seriously, they demand that we think through the meaning of an extraordinary story involving some utterly ordinary people. Here it is. Sometime in the third decade of the first century of the first millennium of our era, a man named Simon, whose father was named John, made his exceedingly modest living as a fisherman in Galilee—which, even by regional standards, was a pretty rough patch of what was itself a fringe of the “civilized world.” This man, Simon, became a personal friend of Jesus of Nazareth. Through that encounter, he became not Simon, but Peter, the Rock. But not for a while yet.

			His friend Jesus called him “Peter,” a wordplay on “rock,” but the newly minted Peter hardly seems granite-like in the pre-Easter sections of the gospels. He is impetuous; he often doesn’t understand what Jesus is saying. No sooner does he get his new name than he starts telling Jesus that he, Jesus, is flat wrong when he says that the promised Messiah of God must suffer; Jesus calls him a “Satan” and tells him to “get behind me” [Matthew 16.13–23]. When Jesus is arrested, Peter insinuates himself into the courtyard near where his master is being interrogated. But when challenged to acknowledge that he, too, was with Jesus the Galilean, Peter starts cursing and denies that he ever knew the man. None of the gospels suggests that Peter was present at Jesus’s crucifixion; they do tell us that, after his denial, Peter “went out and wept bitterly” [Matthew 26.69–75].

			In the Catholic view of things, Easter changes everything; it certainly changed Peter. After having encountered the Risen Christ on Easter Sunday morning and along the lakeshore of the Sea of Galilee, Peter truly is the Rock. Filled with the Holy Spirit on Pentecost, fifty days after Easter, he becomes the Church’s first great evangelist; the tale is told in Acts 2.14–41, where the holiday crowd initially assumes that this suddenly eloquent Galilean fisherman must be drunk—and then many convert to The Way after each hears in his own language Peter’s proclamation of the Resurrection. Peter welcomes the centurion Cornelius, a Gentile, into the Christian fellowship, enabling his fellow Jews to see that God intends the saving message of Christ for the whole world [Acts 10.1–11.18]. As the early Church struggles with what it means to be a Christian, Peter is recognized as the center of the Church’s unity, the man before whom issues of Christian identity and practice are thrashed out [Acts 15.6–11]. Later, according to the most ancient traditions, Peter goes to Rome, where he eventually meets his death—thus fulfilling what the Risen Christ had said to him at breakfast along the Sea of Galilee after the miraculous catch of fish: that “when you are old, you will stretch out your hands and another will gird you and carry you where you do not wish to go” [John 21.18].

			The Scavi and the obelisk—Peter’s remains and the last thing Peter may have seen in this life—confront us with the historical tangibility, the sheer grittiness, of Catholicism. For all that critical scholarship has taught us about the complex story of the early Christian movement, certain unavoidable facts remain. Here, in the Scavi, you can touch them. A Galilean fisherman—a man whose personal characteristics, warts and all, were carefully recorded by his followers—ends up buried on Vatican Hill. Why? For more than 1,900 years, pilgrims from all over the world have come to venerate this man’s remains. Why?

			Catholicism does not rest upon a pious myth, a story that floats away from us the more we try to touch it. Here, in the Scavi, we’re in touch with the apostolic foundations of the Catholic Church. And those foundations are not in our minds. They exist, quite literally, in reality. Real things happened to real people, who had to make real, life-and-death decisions—and who staked their lives not on stories or fables, but on what they had come to know as the truth about the Risen Lord Jesus Christ. Beneath the layers of encrusted tradition and pious storytelling, there is something real, something you can touch, at the bottom of the bottom line of Catholic faith.

			And that forces us to confront some decisions.
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			You’ve asked me to help you explore some of the truths of Catholic faith and practice. One of the most important truths that you might ponder is this: the truth of faith is something that seizes us, not something of our own discovery (still less, our invention). The Peter who was led from Galilee to Rome did not make the journey because of something he had discovered and wanted to explore to satisfy his curiosity. Peter went from the security of his modest Galilean fishing business to the dangerous (and ultimately lethal) center of the Roman Empire because he had been seized by the truth, the truth he had met in the person of Jesus.

			Being seized by the truth is not cost-free. “You have received without pay, give without pay,” Jesus tells his new disciples, including Peter [Matthew 10.8]. In Peter’s case, the call to give away the truth that had seized and transformed his life eventually cost him his life. And that, too, is a truth to be pondered: faith in Jesus Christ costs, not just something, but everything. It demands all of us, not just a part of us.

			One of the most touching scenes in the gospels is St. John’s story of Peter’s encounter with the Risen Christ along the Sea of Galilee, to which I’ve referred earlier. In that story, the Risen One asks Peter, who’s surrounded by the other apostles, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” Peter, perhaps abashed, answers, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” The question then comes again, “Do you love me?” And Peter replies, again, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” Still evidently unsatisfied, the Risen Lord poses the question a third time: “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter, the gospel tells us, was “grieved” because the questions kept coming, and finally answers, “Lord, you know everything, you know that I love you” [John 21.15–17]. Generations of preachers have presented this as a matter of the Risen Christ rather teasing Peter, matching Peter’s three denials before the crucifixion with three questions about Peter’s love. I think there’s something far deeper, something at that border between the intimate and the awesome, going on here.

			Peter, who has been given his new name because he is to be the Rock on which the Church rests, is being told, gently but firmly, that his love for Christ is not going to be an easy thing. His love is not going to be a matter of “fulfilling” himself. His love must be a pouring out of himself, and in that self-emptying he will find his fulfillment—if not in terms that the world usually understands as “fulfillment.” In abandoning any sense of his autonomy, in binding himself to feed the lambs and sheep of the Lord’s flock, Peter will find his true freedom. In giving himself away, he will find himself. Freely you have received, freely you must give—if the gift is to continue to live in you. That is what the Risen Christ tells Peter on the lakeshore.

			As we’ve seen, in the gospels Peter is constantly make a hash of things—which should predispose us to think that those stories really happened; the leader’s mistakes and failures and betrayals are not something his followers would likely have invented. In a world deeply skeptical of the miraculous, perhaps the hardest of these stories to accept is the story of Peter’s walking on water. Put aside your skepticism for a moment and think about what the story is teaching us—about Peter and about ourselves.

			You know the basic narrative. The disciples are out on the Sea of Galilee, in a boat by themselves, when they see what they imagine to be a ghost walking toward them across the stormy waters. Jesus tells them not to be afraid: “Take heart, it is I.” And Peter, whose crusty skepticism has a modern ring to it, responds, “Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you on the water.” Jesus raises the ante: “Come.” And Peter climbs out of the boat and starts to walk toward Jesus across the water—until, that is, he starts looking around at the waves blown up by the wind, at which point he starts sinking and calls out to Jesus to save him. Jesus takes him by the hand and leads him to safety in the boat, at which point the weather calms [Matthew 14.25–32].

			Did it happen just like that? I don’t know, although I’m inclined to think that something extraordinary happened on the Sea of Galilee that night. However we work out the meteorology and hydrology, though, the lesson of the story—the truth it’s trying to convey—remains, and helps fill in our portrait of Peter and our understanding of faith as radical and life-transforming gift. When Peter keeps his eyes fixed on Jesus, he can do what he imagines impossible: he can “walk on water.” When he starts looking around for his security—when he starts looking elsewhere—he sinks. So do we. When we keep our gaze fixed on Christ, we, too, can do what seems impossible. We can accept the gift of faith, with humility and gratitude. We can live our lives as the gift for others that our lives are to us. We can discover the depths of ourselves in the emptying of ourselves.

			In the Catholic view of things, “walking on water” is an entirely sensible thing to do. It’s staying in the boat, hanging tightly to our own sad little securities, that’s rather mad.
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			There are many other Peter stories we could revisit—including, while we’re here in Rome, the famous Quo Vadis story of Peter’s alleged flight from Nero’s persecution. As the legend has it, Peter had decided to flee Rome at the outbreak of persecution, perhaps in fear, perhaps because he thought “the Rock” should be somewhere safe so others could eventually find and cling to it, and to him. In any case, heading out the Via Appia, Peter meets Jesus, who’s heading into the city and the persecution. “Quo vadis, Domine,” Peter asks—“Lord, where are you going?” “I am going to Rome to be crucified,” Jesus answers—and disappears. At which point Peter turns back into the city to embrace martyrdom. In Rome, to this day, you can visit the spot on the Via Appia Antica where all of this is said to have happened. 

			The Quo Vadis legend is interesting for its tenacity. It’s also interesting for the same reason it’s interesting that the Church, in deciding which books to include in the canon of the New Testament, included four gospels that all describe, sometimes in great detail, Peter’s failures. Those stories could have been discreetly edited out, airbrushed from history; they weren’t. And that tells us something.

			What it tells us is that weakness and failure are part of the Catholic reality from the beginning. Weakness and failure, too, are part of the grittiness of Catholicism—including weakness and failure, stupidity, and cowardice among the Church’s ordained leaders. Flannery O’Connor was speaking a very ancient truth when she wrote in 1955 that “it seems to be a fact that you have to suffer as much from the Church as for it.” Almost fifty years later, Catholics in the United States relearned that lesson the hard way, in the scandal of clerical sexual abuse and the crisis that scandal caused when it was so badly handled by some bishops—by the successors of the apostles. I don’t detect any massive abandonment of the Catholic Church because of this crisis. But it does force us to come to grips with the fact that the people of the Church, including its ordained leadership, are earthen vessels carrying the treasure of faith in history (as St. Paul put it in 2 Corinthians 4.7).

			Only the naive would expect it to be otherwise. Like Peter, all the people of the Church, including the Church’s ordained leadership, must constantly be purified. And purified by what? Like Peter, we must be purified by love, by a more complete and radical emptying of self. “Smugness,” Flannery O’Connor once wrote, “is the Great Catholic Sin.” Looking at Peter, we might almost say, “as it was in the beginning.”

			But here, too, the Scavi help us get to the deeper truth of Catholic things. For, while the early Church insisted on including weakness and failure in its narrative of its first years and decades, the storyline of the New Testament—of the gospels and the Acts of the Apostles—is not, finally, a story of failure, but of purified love transforming the world. To be sure, that transformation comes with a price: imagine Peter, in the agonized moments before his death, looking at that obelisk we can see today, and you can understand that none of this is easy. Then consider all those pilgrims who, like Peter, were seized by the truth of Christ, and who have come, over the centuries, to place themselves in the presence of Peter’s remains. Pious nostalgia? Raw curiosity? I don’t think so. Whether articulate or mute, what those millions of pilgrims were and are saying, as they pray in the Scavi or over the Scavi, surrounded by the baroque magnificence of the basilica, is that failure is not the final word. Emptiness and oblivion are not our destiny. Love is the final word. And love is the most living thing of all, because love is of God.

			To know that, and to stake your life on it, is to have been seized by the truth of God in Christ—amidst and through, not around, the gritty reality of the world.
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