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In loving memory of my mother, 
Claire McDermott Winters. She taught me 
how to pray and how to vote. In the unquenchable 
desire to see her again, I find renewed hope 
in the resurrection.






Our yearnings anticipate landfall.


—ST. AUGUSTINE






INTRODUCTION

Four lions of the Democratic Party sat in their chairs on the Senate Judiciary Committee, eyeing the two men nominated for the Supreme Court as if they were prey. By the time of these confirmation hearings, in fall 2005 and winter 2006, Senators Edward Kennedy, Patrick Leahy, Dick Durbin, and Joe Biden had between them eighty-eight years of service in the U.S. Senate. All were veterans of confirmation battles. All were liberals. And all were Catholics.

The men being questioned were Catholic, too. John Roberts and Samuel Alito, however, had little else in common with their interrogators. Roberts and Alito were younger than the senators, and they were much more conservative. They both would be confirmed and would join fellow Catholics Anthony Kennedy, Clarence Thomas, and Antonin Scalia as part of a Catholic, conservative Supreme Court majority.

Ethnic Catholics once were an integral part of the Democratic Party’s liberal New Deal coalition. Catholic neighborhoods were divided by parishes for ecclesiastical purposes and by wards for political purposes. Both priest and politician, in their different ways, spoke to ethnic Catholics’ hopes and fears. The iconic image of nuns in full habit cheering a motorcade for John F. Kennedy spoke to a deep political loyalty, which became strained in the late 1960s and 1970s. Under that strain, Democrats lost their majority-party status.  Not since Jimmy Carter took 50.8 percent of the 1976 vote has a Democrat won a majority of the American electorate.

In 2004, another Catholic, Democratic senator, John Kerry, actually lost the Catholic vote. Shortly after the election, his voice filled with incredulity, a Catholic bishop asked me, “How did the Democrats lose the Catholics?”

 



 



 



In December 2004, in the parking lot of the Covenant Life Church, a megachurch in suburban Maryland, there were many Bush-Cheney bumper stickers, but no Kerry-Edwards bumper stickers. This was not surprising after all that had been written about the GOP’s success in reaching these religiously motivated voters. The surprise was inside the church. The sermons and the hymns contained the odd combination of ferocity and humility that has characterized Calvinism since its beginnings, the confidence that the assembled and the saved were, through the grace of God, the same group. Nuance and wiggle room were explicitly eliminated: Their evangelical faith was an all-or-nothing proposition. And there was also the tangible sense that this was a community of people who, in various ways, cared for one another, whose lives overlapped at school and in neighborhoods, who talked about sports and movies and jobs. But where was the politics so widely assumed to find its roots in churches just like this one?

Republicans had mastered the art of reaching the people at Covenant Life Church. But they didn’t bring the language of politics to the church. They brought the language of the church to their politics. The pastor did not need to be explicit. The GOP’s language mimicked the tropes and the truisms found within the walls of America’s evangelical churches. George W. Bush’s 2004 Republican National Convention speech was replete with religious imagery. His first rhetorical device was to repeat the phrase “I believe,” followed  by various conservative tenets. New York did not “recover” from the attacks of September 11, 2001, it was “resurrected.” Biblical allusions framed the speech. And that odd combination of ferocity and humility that so confounds and frustrates Bush’s critics, and mesmerizes his faithful supporters, was on full display.

 



 



 



In the campaign office of Democratic presidential candidate Wesley Clark in 2004, the first draft of an op-ed was ready for editing. The chief speechwriter had circled the phrase “a new birth of freedom” in red. This was, he pronounced, “too flowery, too religious sounding . . . is it a Catholic thing?” and woe betide the Democrat who introduced religion into the public arena. The phrase was borrowed from Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. Tone-deaf to the poetry of democracy and oversensitive to the organic, frequently religious inflections of Lincoln’s prose, the speechwriter struck the phrase from the article.

It was not always so. In the not-too-distant past, Democrats understood their commitment to liberalism differently. “American democracy has come to accept the struggle among competing groups for the control of the state as a positive virtue—indeed, as the only foundation for liberty,” wrote Arthur Schlesinger Jr. in his 1944 work, The Age of Jackson. “The business community has been ordinarily the most powerful of these groups, and liberalism in America has been ordinarily the movement on the part of the other sections of society to restrain the power of the business community.” Schlesinger was writing about the early nineteenth century, but he was writing in the last year of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s presidency, and he aimed to link the two epochs. Here was the liberal cornerstone of the New Deal.

Writing ten years before Schlesinger, during the political debate about the New Deal, Monsignor John A. Ryan was not shy about  condemning “the long-established superstition that one ought to obtain at least 6 percent on one’s investment.” As head of the National Catholic Welfare Conference’s Committee on Social Justice, Ryan had the imprimatur of the Catholic bishops and his words were published in the leading Catholic journal Commonweal. He sketched a system that looked remarkably like the New Deal and claimed it was “the only practical alternative to Fascism or Communism” and that Catholics “ought to realize that inaction is apostasy from Catholic social principles and treason against America.” Only a policy like the New Deal could protect “against the degradation of human personality in the maxims of capitalism and in the philosophy of Communism.” Only thus could an economic program “give effective recognition to the significance of the human person as a child of God and a brother of Christ.” Here was the Catholic cornerstone of the New Deal.

In the 1930s, these two cornerstones anchored the Democratic Party’s platform and politics. The New Deal not only restricted the moneyed interest, but it also aimed to achieve the common good and provide protections for the human dignity of the aged, the unemployed, and the infirm. Ryan and Roosevelt devised a politics that put the individualism of American society in perspective and brought moral considerations to bear upon the distribution of society’s goods. Neither the priest nor the president assaulted human autonomy or the great political freedoms American citizens enjoyed, but they saw the need to tie that autonomy and that liberty to the demands of justice, to provide a moral as well as a material basis for America’s political future. In so doing, they created the New Deal coalition, which shaped American politics for more than a generation.

How did that coalition come apart? What happened to the traditional liberalism Schlesinger articulated? What credence, in 2008, do Democrats give to the moral vision Monsignor Ryan articulated? How did Republicans become the party of religion and Democrats the party of irreligion? How did the Democrats lose the Catholics? And what can be done to win them back? This book attempts to answer these questions.






CHAPTER ONE

The Priest and the President Create the New Deal

The earliest correspondence between Father John A. Ryan and Franklin Delano Roosevelt did not herald a grand political alliance committed to social justice. In 1928, Roosevelt was the governor-elect of New York and Ryan was Washington’s leading Catholic liberal. Roosevelt wrote Ryan to inquire about a former schoolmate, a Vincent Beede, who had fallen on hard times, availed himself of the charities of the Catholic Church in Washington, and was seeking a job in Albany. Ryan made inquiries and replied that Beede “seems to have had an unusual amount of bad luck and to have one grave weakness of character. . . . So far as the record goes, I do not see why he could not fill some position of a clerical nature provided that it did not bring him into contact with boys.”

So, admittedly inauspiciously, began the allegiance of American Catholics to Roosevelt and the Democratic Party. No alliance would prove more important than the work and friendship of one priest and one politician, a friendship that appears to have had its origins in mutual concern over a pedophile layman.1


Catholics’ adherence to the Democratic Party previously had been rooted at the local level, based on the material benefits immigrants received from urban political machines, such as Tammany Hall in New York City. With the New Deal, Catholics supported Democrats at the national level as well as on the local front because the alliance was rooted in shared ideological perspectives. They shared a common approach to such issues as the proper role of government in the economy, the relative rights of labor versus capital, and the nation’s need to pursue a politics of the common good against the laissez-faire social Darwinism the Republican Party championed. Catholics were among the Democratic Party’s firmest adherents.

These core ideas of the New Deal found distinctively Catholic expression in Ryan’s writings. A premier scholar of Catholic social thought, Ryan not only sought to apply traditional Catholic teaching to American politics, but also argued that such application must tilt Catholics toward Roosevelt and the Democratic Party. He did so not only on the strength of his arguments but with the power of his post as a founding staff member at the National Catholic Welfare Conference (NCWC or bishops’ conference) headquarters in Washington, D.C., the first organized effort by the nation’s Catholic bishops to have an institutional voice in national politics that could both inform their flocks and influence the broader national debates. Some Catholics, including some bishops, did not approve of the bishops’ conference and its outspoken Father Ryan, just as some Democrats continued to harbor anti-Catholic prejudices, but Roosevelt and Ryan forged an alliance that essentially would govern American political life for the next two generations.

Only by accurately keeping the pulse of American liberalism was Ryan able to bring his Catholic faith successfully into the public square, an unprecedented achievement.




A RISING STAR

John Ryan was born May 25, 1869, to Irish immigrant parents on a farm in Minnesota, and grew up in a climate of political ferment. At the turn of the twentieth century, the socioeconomic effects of rapid industrialization and the many years of laissez-faire policies Republican presidents had pursued had resulted in a proliferation of radical political ideas. For example, Milwaukee would elect a Socialist mayor in 1910. Theodore Roosevelt, running as a Progressive candidate in 1912, would win California, Michigan, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Washington, and Ryan’s home state of Minnesota. Ryan’s family subscribed to the weekly Irish World and American Industrial Liberator, a journal committed to both Irish nationalism and workingmen’s associations in the United States. The Ryans’ neighbor, Ignatius Donnelly, led Minnesota’s Populist Party; when Ryan went to school in St. Paul, he would attend sessions of the legislature to hear Donnelly’s fiery orations. Ryan cast his first presidential ballot, in 1892, for the Populist candidate, James B. Weaver.2


Ryan’s early diary entries demonstrate the role he saw for religion in addressing political challenges. He cast aspersions on both major political parties but recorded his hope that Christian ministers “will have the courage to place blame where it belongs, nor hesitate to denounce robbery though committed in the name of business speculation and ‘respectable enterprise.’” From the very first, Ryan’s politics focused on the excesses of capitalism and their ill effects on society.3


Ryan entered the seminary in 1892. He was always a Catholic first, and the Ryan family’s devotion to the Church was sufficiently rigorous to produce four members who pursued religious vocations: Two of Ryan’s sisters became nuns, and one of his brothers joined him in the presbyterate. Throughout his life, Ryan saw the Catholic Church as an agent for social justice and as an integral, progressive political force. This belief would earn him enemies both within the Church and without, from those Catholics who thought only a reactionary politics could suppress the evils of modernity and from  liberals who saw in the Catholic Church only a defender of the ancien régime.

The ecclesiastical environment in Minnesota proved similarly fertile for Ryan’s interest in politics and economics. The archbishop of St. Paul, John Ireland, was a man who never minced words. He came to be known as “the consecrated blizzard of the Northwest.” In a sermon that Ryan himself quoted in one of his later works, the fiery archbishop proclaimed: 





Into the arena, priest and layman! Seek out social evils, and lead in the movements that tend to rectify them. Speak of vested rights, for this is necessary; but speak, too, of vested wrongs, and strive, by word and example, by the enactment and enforcement of good laws, to correct them.


 



Ireland’s efforts to find some means of accommodation between the mores of the ancient Church and those of the young republic earned him suspicion from both Roman conservatives and American liberals, suspicion that would stalk his young protégé as well. The archbishop’s forceful defense of labor, and his insistence that the Church stand by the workingman, mirrored the politics Ryan brought to the seminary.4


In his seminal encyclical, Rerum Novarum, issued in 1892, the pope himself, Leo XIII, engaged the issue of how the Church could respond to social and political challenges. Lacking the censorious stance of his predecessor, Pius IX, toward all things modern, Leo issued this first-ever Vatican document on modern socioeconomic problems. Using traditional Thomistic theology in a new way, the pope aimed to repudiate Socialism and strongly defended the right to private property, but he also castigated laissez-faire capitalism and its effects. Leo specifically defended workers’ right to organize, though he cautioned against class conflict, and envisaged labor and capital working together to achieve a more just distribution of wealth. He also advocated state intervention in the economy when necessary  to effect a just social order: “Whenever the general interest or any particular class suffers, or it is threatened with evils which can in no other way be met, the public authority must step in to meet them.”5


In 1898, Ryan’s march toward his own future took another key step when Archbishop Ireland sent his newly ordained priest to the Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C., to gain his doctorate in moral theology. His dissertation, A Living Wage, was published in 1906 to largely, though not universal, critical acclaim. In it, Ryan applied the two cornerstones of Rerum Novarum—a worker’s right to live in reasonable, frugal comfort and, when necessary, state intervention to achieve this right—to defend a living wage as a moral proposition. He relied upon a range of academic economists to defend a living wage as an economic proposition. Evident throughout is Ryan’s conviction that labor is not simply one commodity among others, that the ethical dimension of human labor, and thus of industrial relations, could not be ignored. Or, as a famous first-century teacher said, “The Law is made for man and not man for the Law.”

Ryan taught at the seminary in St. Paul for a few years but returned to Catholic University as a professor of moral theology in 1915. He published his most important book, Distributive Justice,  the following year. In it, he again applied the more abstract principles of Rerum Novarum to the concrete circumstances of the American economy, discovering that his conclusions overlapped with the best of progressive social thought, even though the two groups argued from starkly different premises. In Distributive Justice he extended his moral evaluation beyond wages to consider other shares of industrial production, namely rent from land, interest on capital, and profits from enterprise. The book was well received: The New Republic  deemed his scholarship “unimpeachable” and described the book as “the most comprehensive and dignified existing treatise on the ethics of economic reform.” Ryan was beginning to make his mark not only in Catholic circles but in progressive liberal circles as well.6  A chance event at the conclusion of World War I catapulted Ryan to fame. During the war, the Catholic hierarchy had established a National Catholic War Council to coordinate the Church’s various charitable organizations in the war effort. At war’s end, the council turned its attention to social reconstruction. Father Ryan was still working on a speech about it when Father John O’Grady, who also worked at the bishops’ conference, literally snatched the unfinished speech off Ryan’s desk and submitted it to the bishops for their consideration. The hierarchs were so impressed with Ryan’s work that they adopted the text in toto as their program, issuing it as the “Bishops’ Program for Social Reconstruction” in February 1919.

Building upon the traditional Catholic moral concern for the common good, the bishops’ program proposed a spiderweb of policy ideas, including child-labor laws and minimum-wage legislation, public housing, public control over monopolies, social insurance for the aged and sick, and unemployment assistance. Ryan’s document also suggested maintaining the government’s War Labor Board, which had brought workers to the table to discuss employment terms without strife or strike.7


The bishops’ program met with immediate criticism. The National Association of Manufacturers denounced the pamphlet as “socialistic propaganda.” Similar epithets were hurled at Ryan from within the Church. Cardinal William Henry O’Connell of Boston condemned the Child Labor Amendment as “Soviet legislation” and sought the intervention of Catholic University’s chancellor, Archbishop Michael Curley, against Ryan; the cardinal branded both Ryan and social reformer Jane Addams as “socialistic teachers and writers.” Ryan deemed O’Connell’s anti-amendment stance, voiced in the pages of the cardinal’s newspaper, The Pilot, as “unscrupulous and plutocratic propaganda” and told O’Connell’s chancellor to his face that the paper’s claims were “a lie.”8


Oddly enough, the controversy with O’Connell cemented Ryan’s status within the Church. Archbishop Curley, Ryan’s local  superior in Washington, defended him against the blasts from Boston and kept him at the university. In addition, Ryan had been named head of the Social Action Department of the postwar bishops’ organization, NCWC in 1919, a post he would hold until 1944. As the senior U.S. churchman, and a conservative protégé of the reactionary Cardinal Merry del Val in Rome, O’Connell tried every means possible to undermine the NCWC, which he felt usurped his primacy. The fact that the NCWC was led by more progressive midwestern and western bishops did nothing to weaken O’Connell’s venom. In attacking Ryan, he drove the hierarchy as a whole to defend Ryan from the perceived assault on their collective authority. Thereafter, when Ryan spoke, he did so not only as a professor of moral theology, but also as the priest the bishops had charged with addressing social justice.

As Ryan was lucky to have sympathetic superiors in Archbishops Ireland and Curley, so too did he benefit from the fact that the progressive archbishop of San Francisco, Edward Hanna, served as chairman of the NCWC from 1919 until 1935. Hanna had distinguished himself as a supporter of labor rights and a defender of immigrants when labor strife and anti-immigrant fervor were common, and he never flinched in supporting Ryan. But Hanna was in San Francisco, and the NCWC secretariat was based in Washington, D.C., so Ryan became Catholicism’s most frequent and familiar spokesman on social and political matters.9





EXPANDING HORIZONS

The bishops’ program on social reconstruction got lost in the political lethargy of the Roaring Twenties, a time of relative quiet in America. Postwar prosperity and the rising stock market made criticisms of laissez-faire ring hollow, and Catholics were more concerned about ending Prohibition than about social justice. They did not play a significant role in national politics until the 1928 campaign of co-religionist Al Smith. The nation elected three bland Republican  presidents in a row—Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover—by enormous margins.

During the 1920s, Ryan became the clerical darling of Washington’s liberal establishment, those who were committed to the kinds of proposals—minimum-wage legislation, child-labor laws, and old-age insurance—that Ryan had long advocated. He wrote articles and book reviews for the new Catholic journal Commonweal  but his byline also found its way into secular, liberal journals, such as the New Republic. He took Thanksgiving dinner with Justice and Mrs. Louis Brandeis and in 1923 went to the Supreme Court to hear Felix Frankfurter, with whom Ryan developed a lifelong friendship, unsuccessfully defend the constitutionality of minimum-wage legislation.

Ryan’s Social Action Department provided progressive Catholic leaders and the Catholic press with arguments to bolster their cause throughout the nation. Conservative holdouts remained, but they were just that: holdouts, clinging to a view of social relations that was increasingly discredited by the ill effects of rapid industrialization and the urban poverty in which so many Catholics lived. The progressive social teachings Leo XIII put forth in 1892 had been taught in seminaries for more than a generation.

From his perch at the NCWC, Ryan became involved in other liberal causes. He was a member of the American Civil Liberties Union board of directors and a founding member of the National Council of Christians and Jews. His biographer noted of his various affiliations, “Each group could embarrass him with the others, and at various times each group did.” When Ryan published his 1935 book, A Better Economic Order, he dedicated it, with their permission, to two of the giants of political reform, Senators Robert LaFollette of Wisconsin and Robert Wagner of New York.10


Ryan also began to consider issues of international relations in the 1920s, applying traditional Catholic just war theory to the quest for peace. He helped found the Catholic Association for International Peace and steered the group away from both a leftist  pacifism and a right-wing isolationism. Archbishop Curley thought such groups were a waste of time, or worse, but gave Ryan permission for the group to meet within his jurisdiction. Ryan joined another group, the National Council for the Prevention of War, but when its members began to take a radically pacifist stance, Ryan resigned: Just war theory holds that some wars are permissible and moral. In Ryan’s hands, just war theory, which is based on applying the twin, sometimes conflicting, claims of justice and charity, mirrored the way his economic theories tried to balance the two competing claims in the economic realm. In both cases, he found in the Church’s traditional teachings those ideological bearings that placed him on the Left of American politics, while keeping him from the extremes. Other radical Catholics, such as Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker Movement she helped found, embraced radical pacifism just as some hierarchs, notably Curley, embraced isolationism. Ryan stuck to a middle ground.

Ryan did not subscribe to every progressive cause of the era. On the issue of eugenics, the movement devoted to improving the human race by controlling hereditary factors in mating, he parted ways with many secular progressives. Ryan was “surprised and shocked to find it seriously defended in our time.” To him, eugenics was a development of the idea that might makes right, a denial of the intrinsic worth of each human being, and that “in the end the ‘welfare of society’ will come to mean the same thing as the welfare of a few supermen, namely those who have been powerful enough to get themselves accepted at their own evaluation.” Attempts to justify eugenics were “unqualified bunk.” His framing of the issue foreshadowed Catholic distress over the abortion issue in the 1970s. Ryan was similarly unrelenting in his opposition to birth control, which was supported by many of the same groups that supported eugenics. Ryan was convinced that the problem was not overly large families but insufficient wages.11


Two events conspired to give Father Ryan’s ideas new currency: the Great Depression and Pope Pius XI’s encyclical letter Quadragesimo Anno. The Depression unleashed a host of economic woes upon the populace. With widespread unemployment, Ryan’s proposals for unemployment insurance seemed like a timely idea. The deflationary pressures throughout the economy made minimum-wage laws not only just, but also economically necessary. Government intervention in the economy, dismissed only a few years earlier, took on a different hue after President Herbert Hoover’s inaction in the face of the worsening crisis. And the crisis in capitalism aroused fears that Socialism or Fascism would find new recruits in America and elsewhere.

In May 1931, Pope Pius XI commemorated the fortieth anniversary of Rerum Novarum with his own encyclical on social justice, Quadragesimo Anno. The text re-affirmed traditional teaching on the right of private property, on the priority of human rights over economic rights, and the pro-labor stances enunciated in Rerum Novarum. Pius suggested an updated version of the medieval guild system as a model for industrial relations. The suggestion went nowhere, but the premise of the guild system, that labor and capital needed to cooperate, would become a cornerstone of the National Recovery Agency in the New Deal. As if to further emphasize the Church’s centrist stance, and the ideological stakes in rescuing Western economies, Pius issued encyclicals condemning Fascism and Communism that same year.

On the eve of the 1932 presidential election, the combination of economic crisis and recent papal directives gave new currency to Ryan’s ideas. He was poised to provide not only policy ideas but also the moral justification for those policy ideas to progressives who saw in the Depression their political opportunity as well as the vindication of their previous critiques of laissez-faire economics. Ryan’s writings were a dowry, and all that was needed was a bridegroom.




A SUCCESSFUL UNION

Franklin Roosevelt would become Ryan’s political bridegroom in 1932, when the presidential candidate wrote to the cleric asking him to become an informal adviser to his campaign. Roosevelt was not a policy expert, but he understood the value of having such experts to advise him, and he had been assembling his famous Brain Trust throughout the year. Two of the most influential advisers throughout Roosevelt’s presidency were Frankfurter, later to be a Supreme Court justice, and Frances Perkins, who worked with Roosevelt in Albany and would serve as his secretary of labor in Washington. Frankfurter was already a friend of Ryan’s, and Perkins would become one as soon as she arrived in Washington.

Ryan did not hesitate to answer in the affirmative: He would be happy to help Roosevelt.12


Roosevelt’s campaign devised the rhetoric of the New Deal, a phrase first used by Roosevelt when he accepted the Democratic nomination at the party’s convention in Chicago that summer, but he was not particularly clear about the specifics. As governor, he had not been an effective reformer. At a meeting of the National Governors’ Association in 1930, he had put forward proposals for unemployment insurance and pensions for the elderly. As his adviser, Perkins was disappointed he did not go further, though she acknowledged Roosevelt’s uncanny knack for sensing the pulse of the party and the nation, and that both were too conservative for more audacious policies. As a presidential candidate, Roosevelt presented proposals that were vague and sometimes contradictory. Biographer Conrad Black wrote, the “only reason Roosevelt wasn’t successfully roasted over these wooly proposals was that Hoover’s position was absurd.”13


Catholics had never been a particular target of Democratic candidates until the late 1920s. Little in the Prairie Populism espoused by three-time presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan at the  turn of the twentieth century had attracted Catholics; getting off the gold standard was not the stuff of partisan alignment, nor did it move Catholics in any particular fashion. President Woodrow Wilson’s internationalism appealed to the Catholic Left, but many Irish and German Catholics never forgave him for allying America with Great Britain during World War I. His unwillingness to stop the Mexican government’s persecution of the Catholic Church also earned him bad press in Catholic circles. The fact that the national Democratic Party was dominated by its southern base, the region of the country with the fewest Catholics, did nothing to help draw Catholics into the party’s upper echelons.

Catholics usually dominated urban political machines at the local level, and those machines were usually Democratic. But machine politics had little to do with ideas and much to do with patronage. In 1928, the Democrats had nominated a Catholic for the presidency, New York Governor Al Smith, and Catholics turned out in droves to vote for him, but many more Protestants turned out to vote against him. He was crushed in a landslide, failing even to carry his home state. It was, as Smith said, going to be a few more years before a president “prayed his beads in the White House.”

As the 1932 campaign began, Smith remained the darling of Catholics, the man who had faced religious bigotry head-on in the 1928 campaign, who championed the repeal of Prohibition, and whose success was most likely to further Catholic interests. Smith and Roosevelt, once allies, had become estranged in the hurly-burly of New York state politics, and now Smith challenged Roosevelt for the Democratic presidential nomination. The pages of Commonweal  were filled with “if onlys.” Early in the year, an unsigned editorial quoted writer Alva Johnston saying, “If Al [Smith] were a Methodist, a Mennonite, a Muggletonian, a Holy Roller, or Hook-and-eye Amishman, his nomination and election in 1932 would be a foregone conclusion. But he was so badly advised as to be born in the Church of Rome.” This view underestimated the mistakes Smith had made by 1932, especially his endorsement of Hoover’s laissez-faire policies. Still, tribal loyalty sufficed for Smith to win the primary in heavily Catholic Massachusetts by a three-to-one margin. (Roosevelt’s over-reliance on Boston Mayor James Michael Curley’s machine, which never successfully controlled Boston, let alone the entire state, likewise contributed to his disastrous showing.) Smith also won Rhode Island, Connecticut, and New Jersey, all with large Catholic populations. In 1932, however, primaries did not count for much, and despite the residual loyalties of some Catholics, Smith was a pale echo of the “Happy Warrior” who had so confidently campaigned in 1928.14



Commonweal’s editors’ initial review of Roosevelt was less than stellar: 





Governor Roosevelt’s first campaign address was a relatively vague and emotional summary of the ideas which are uppermost in his mind. . . . His pronouncements on national fiscal questions and on war debts, for example, are no better than what one would expect from almost any second-rate thinker. He lacks the ability to take up such an issue, as Mr. Smith did, and inject it into the discussion.


 



The lack of enthusiasm for Roosevelt was not limited to Catholics. New York Times columnist Elmer Davis said of Roosevelt that he was “a man who thinks that the shortest distance between two points is not a straight line but a corkscrew.” Not to be outdone, Heywood Broun’s column for the Scripps-Howard newspapers labeled the candidate “Feather Duster Roosevelt.” Nonetheless, Roosevelt’s other opponents were no match for him and he won the Democratic nomination with the then-requisite two-thirds of the delegates on the fourth ballot.15


As the autumn campaign against Hoover progressed, liberal Catholic opinion began to shift toward Roosevelt. Ed Flynn, Roosevelt’s secretary of state in Albany, had long conversations with the candidate about Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum, which in the crisis of  capitalism seemed prescient in its condemnation of laissez-faire economics and in its insistence on the ethical aspect of economic questions. Commonweal laid bare its sympathies to readers when the editors urged the acceptance of a basic principle of sound Christian morality in evaluating the election: “And that principle is that human rights are integrally superior to material property rights . . . economics, and political actions having to do with economics, must be judged, and ultimately controlled, by ethical laws.”16


Roosevelt echoed these sentiments in a speech in San Francisco in which he contended that property rights had been given precedence over individual rights. Later in the campaign, in Detroit, Roosevelt quoted Pope Pius XI as well as Protestant and Jewish religious authorities to establish the priority of basic human rights over corporate rights. Commonweal expressed its delight that Roosevelt’s Detroit speech “brought religion into politics in a wholly appropriate and beneficial manner. It has brought fundamental principles of moral teaching, as laid down and promoted by the three great religious influences in America . . . fairly and squarely before the consideration of the nation as part of the great debate now proceeding in the political arena.”17


It is impossible to credit the Catholic vote for Roosevelt’s victory, but it undeniably played a large part. In the three previous elections, the Republican candidate had won by a margin of six to seven million votes, but Roosevelt reversed that margin, defeating Hoover 22,815,539 to 15,759,930. Roosevelt carried the heavily Catholic states of Massachusetts and Rhode Island, which Smith had won in 1928. Hoover held onto Connecticut but, in the increasingly Catholic mill towns of eastern Connecticut, a shift in Catholic voting patterns was discernible. Jewett City, named for one of Connecticut’s oldest and finest white Anglo-Saxon Protestant families, had become increasingly ethnic and Catholic since the turn of the twentieth century, but it slowly abandoned the default Republican slant most northern cities had held since the Civil War. Harding carried the town 568 to 466 in 1920, and Coolidge won Jewett City  by 527 to 404. In 1928, Smith beat out Hoover by the narrow margin of 778 to 603, but in 1932 Roosevelt swamped Hoover by the sizeable margin of 913 to 494. In the town of Windham, once a center of New Light Congregationalism but by the turn of the twentieth century home to a large mill and two large Catholic churches, one for the Irish and one for the French Canadians, the electoral trend was the same: Smith won narrowly in 1928 and Roosevelt expanded the victory in 1932. The numbers show the increasing population of such towns, much of it Catholic, and their swing from the GOP to the Democratic column.

So great was the shift nationwide that Democrats took control of both houses of Congress, and Republicans lost their majority in the Senate and a breathtaking 101 seats in the House of Representatives. Roosevelt himself said the vote totals transcended party lines and “became a national expression of liberal thought.”18


 



 



 



The sheer size of Roosevelt’s landslide opened opportunities: He could pursue the kind of progressive policies a GOP-controlled legislature would have thwarted. In the winter of 1932-33, during the four long months between the election and the inauguration, the economy grew even worse, with more than 600,000 properties, mostly farms, in foreclosure, a quarter of the workforce unemployed, and widespread bank closures. The mess was Hoover’s mess, and Roosevelt skillfully declined to be associated with any policy decisions until the reins of government were in his hands. Once he took the oath of office, Roosevelt turned often to the ideas that Ryan, Perkins, Frankfurter, and others had been advocating to put flesh on the rhetorical skeleton of his promise of a New Deal.

Assembling his Cabinet, Roosevelt tried to reach a balance between conservatives and liberals, but his appointment of Perkins as secretary of labor was inspired. The Labor Department would  implement many of the New Deal programs. During the hourlong conversation in which the president-elect convinced her to take the job, she made clear that she could accept the position only if FDR committed himself, in basic outline, to what eventually became the most enduring contributions of the New Deal, including unemployment and elderly insurance, aggressive federal public works to alleviate unemployment as well as federal aid to states for the same purpose, and a commitment to abolish child labor and establish a minimum wage and a maximum work week. These were the same policies Ryan had advocated in the bishops’ program back in 1919. Roosevelt knew the nation was not yet ready for some of these proposals, such as old-age insurance, and he urged Perkins to use her new role to educate the public about the need for such programs, a task she embraced in more than 100 speeches she would give across the country in 1933.19


As soon as the campaign was over, the Catholic Left began to see in Roosevelt’s triumph the chance to pursue its own ideological ambitions. Commonweal’s first postelection analysis sought to bring together the new administration’s program with that of the Catholic Church: 





Catholic Action for social justice, therefore, in these United States, has been given what should, we believe, be recognized as a heaven-sent opportunity. . . . All Catholics who desire to give practical effect to the principles of Social Justice laid down by Pope Pius XI will see that Governor Roosevelt’s opportunity to lead the united forces of traditional Americanism (personal liberty, the family as the true unit of society, widely distributed ownership of property, and agriculture as the foundation of the social system) is likewise the Catholic opportunity to make the teachings of Christ apply to the benefit of all.


 



Roosevelt, though a religious man, would not have put it that way, even though he was undoubtedly happy that Catholics did.20 


Father Ryan wrote to the president-elect and Perkins during the period between the election and the inauguration, recommending candidates for various positions. One of Ryan’s own protégés, Father Francis Haas, was appointed to the National Labor Board and later to the Labor Advisory Board of the National Recovery Administration (NRA) when legislation established the central organization of the New Deal. Ryan himself was appointed to the Federal Advisory Council of the U.S. Employment Service, set up by the progressive Wagner Act, which guaranteed workers’ rights to organize unions, and he later served on the Industrial Appeals Board of the NRA. More important, Ryan became a part of Perkins’s “kitchen cabinet,” going to lunch with visiting economists such as Sir William Beveridge of the London School of Economics in October 1933, attending annual conferences on labor legislation, and joining informal meetings and lunches at the department.21


Roosevelt’s inaugural address is well known for its stirring opening chord, “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” but his closing words did as much to capture the spirit and energy of the New Deal: 





We do not distrust the future of essential democracy. The people of the United States have not failed. In their need they have registered a mandate that they want direct, vigorous action. They have asked for discipline and direction under leadership. They have made me the present instrument of their wishes. In the spirit of the gift I take it.22



 



Roosevelt was never doctrinaire, except for his belief in democracy. As he laid out the New Deal in the weeks and months ahead, he never pictured his programs as a cohesive whole. He certainly did not share Ryan’s Thomistic ideals. But they shared the same conclusions and much of the same language to describe the public policies that emerged during Roosevelt’s first term. Those policies were rooted in a vision of the common good and of the dignity due every American. Ryan would speak of moral theory and theological  deductions, while Roosevelt used homier analogies, telling the nation in a fireside chat on May 8, 1933, “I have no expectation of making a hit every time I come to bat. What I seek is the highest possible batting average, both for myself and for the team.”23


Ryan and Roosevelt both saw the New Deal as the best possible alternative to the dictatorships of Left and Right then menacing Europe. It is somewhat shocking today to realize how many people suggested that Roosevelt take dictatorial control of the government in 1933. Even in pursuing his ambitious political program, Roosevelt did not envision his plans flowing toward a prefigured objective. Perkins saw Roosevelt as an artist “who begins his picture without a clear idea of what he intends to paint or how it should be laid out on the canvas, and then, as he paints, his plan evolves out of the materials.” Roosevelt was forceful, his character forged in the personal crisis of battling polio and in the often-cutthroat world of New York politics, but everything in his temperament and training disposed him to direct that forcefulness toward democratic leadership, not dictatorship. Even the messiness of democracy, the need to reconcile opposing factions and negotiate ad infinitum, played to Roosevelt’s strengths: his capacity to charm; his reluctance to make firm commitments; his persuasive power with the press, with the public, and with adversaries. As much as he enjoyed exercising political power, his values were humane and drove his entire politics.24


Roosevelt’s inaugural address and first fireside chat, which explained the steps he was taking to end the banking crisis, had a profound psychological effect on the nation. Catholics were not immune to the phenomenon. Commenting on his inaugural address,  Commonweal noted, “the sky over Washington was leaden grey,” and offered a catalog of political and economic storm clouds at home and abroad that bore down upon the proceedings. “But [Roosevelt] did not bow his head under the influence of the lowering sky.” The editors opined how often, and how cheaply, others had used fear to achieve their political ends, and they saw the importance of linking the new president’s personal biography with his public leadership.  “But our new President has faced his fear. Let none of us believe for a moment that he is merely a favored child of good fortune, and that the smiling confidence with which he took his oath and spoke to his people under the leaden sky at Washington had not been won in battle,” read the magazine’s lead editorial. “He who was stricken down in mid-career of a most exceptionally rapid and apparently easy and almost fortuitously successful public service, by an insidious disease, could not possibly have escaped coming face to face with real, actual fear,” the editors noted. “He knows what he is talking about when he tells us now that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself. . . .The crippled folk at Warm Springs winning their way back to health know how their President, their friend, regards his stewardship, and how he has traded with the talents entrusted to him by his Master.”25


The editor of Commonweal could scarcely contain himself the following week in his “Week by Week” column, lauding the new administration’s “notable and glorious beginnings. They indicate that the nation as a whole responds as does a ship when there is knowledge and energy at the wheel.” He praised the renewed confidence in the banks after the bank holiday, the almost immediate progress on repealing Prohibition, and the beginning steps toward a balanced budget. In April, Commonweal praised Roosevelt’s farm program. In May, William C. Murphy Jr., a regular contributor, wrote that the new president “has captured the imagination of the nation to an extent not approximated since the days of George Washington. . . . When before in our history was any public official applauded for closing banks, for levying taxes (beer and farm relief), for cutting salaries and pensions?” The Catholic left was falling in love.26
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