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I THE ENLIGHTENMENT AND ITS ENEMIES






 

I SHALL BEGIN WITH one of W. B. Yeats’s most famous poems, “The Second Coming.” 


 
Turning and turning in the widening gyre
 The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
 Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
 Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
 The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
 The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
 The best lack all conviction, while the worst
 Are full of passionate intensity. 



Surely some revelation is at hand;
 Surely the Second Coming is at hand.
 The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out
 When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
 Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert
 A shape with lion body and the head of a man,
 A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,
 Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it
 Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.
 The darkness drops again; but now I know That twenty centuries of stony sleep
 Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,
 And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
 Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 
 



The rough beast that Yeats expected, around the end of the First World War, would have been a mystical force assuming a political shape, whether of Communist or Fascist colour, and moving through the blood-dimmed tide to dominate a new post-Christian Era. By our own time, the rough beast has divested itself of those particular colours, but Yeats’s images have lost nothing of their relevance. Mere anarchy is loosed upon huge areas of the world, and the blood-dimmed tide is loosed in more than fifty wars in the middle of the last decade of the second millennium of the Christian Era. For us, too, Yeats’s question remains a haunting one: 


 
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
 Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 
 



I shall come back to that question. But first I should like to look at how people thought and felt a thousand years ago, on the eve of the close of the first millennium of the Christian Era. As it happens, the most arresting description we have of these matters is from the pen of the great French historian, Jules Michelet, in the section devoted to “The Year 1000,” in his monumental History of France. As well as being a great historian, Michelet is also a great master of French prose. As with all great masters, his prose suffers greatly in translation. His account of the year 1000 has far more impact in the original ardent and idiosyncratic French than it can possibly have in any translation. I propose, therefore, to read Michelet on the year 1000 in takes, first in the original and then in translation: 


 
Cet immense concert de voix naïves et barbares,
 comme un chant d’église dans une sombre cathédrale
 pendant la nuit de Noël, est d’abord âpre et discordant.
 On y trouve des accents étranges, des voix grotesques,
 terribles, àpeine humaines; et vous douteriez
 quelquefois si c’est la naissance du Sauveur, ou la Fête
 des fous, la Fête de l’âne. Fantastique et bizarre
 harmonie, à quoi rien ne ressemble, où l’on croit
 entendre àla fois tout cantique, et des Dies iræ et des
 Alléluia. 
 



A translation of that opening would read:


 
This vast concert of naive and barbarous voices, like
 the chanting in a sombre cathedral during Christmas
 night, seems at first harsh and discordant. You find
 strange accents there, grotesque voices, scarcely
 human, and you would wonder sometimes whether
 this was the Birth of the Saviour, or the Festival of
 Fools, the Festival of the Donkey. Fantastic and bizarre
 harmony, to which nothing can be likened, and in
 which you think you hear simultaneously every kind
 of canticle, Dies iræ and Alléluia, all being sung together.
 

“Birth of the Saviour,” “Festival of the Donkey.” Strange anticipation there, though in a less scary mode, of Yeats’s rough beast, slouching towards Bethlehem to be born. 

After that baroque overture, Michelet continues in a more analytical manner:


 
C’était une croyance universelle au moyen âge, que le
 monde devait finir avec l’an 1000 de L’Incarnation.
 Avant le christianisme, les Étrusques aussi avaient fixé
 leur terme à dix siècles, et la prédiction s’était
 accomplie. Le christianisme, passager sur cette terre,
 hôte exilé du ciel, devait adopter aisément ces
 croyances…. Ce monde ne voyait que chaos en soi; il
 aspirait à l’ordre, et l’espérait dans la mort. D’ailleurs,
 en ces temps de miracles et de légendes, où tout
 apparaissait bizarrement coloré comme à travers de
 sombres vitraux, on pouvait douter que cette réalité
 visible fût autre chose qu’un songe…. Il eût bien pu se
 faire alors que ce que nous appelons la vie fût en effet
 la mort et qu’en finissant, le monde … commençât de
 vivre et cessât de mourir. 
 



Translated:


 
It was a universal belief in the Middle Ages that the
 world would end with the year 1000 from the Nativity.
 Before Christianity, the Etruscans had fixed the term of
 their civilization at ten centuries, and the prediction
 had been fulfilled. Christianity, a transient on earth, an
 exile from heaven, was to adopt the Etruscan term…. This world saw nothing in itself but chaos; it longed
 for order and hoped to find it in death. Besides, in
 those times of miracles and legends, where everything
 appeared in bizarre colours, as if through dark stained
 glass, people could doubt whether this visible reality
 were anything other than a dream…. It could well be
 that what we call life was really death, and that by
 ending, the world … began to live and ceased to die. 
 



Michelet goes on:


 
Cette fin d’un monde si triste était tout ensemble
 l’espoir et l’effroi du moyen âge…. L’empire romain
 avait croulé, celui de Charlemagne s’en était allé
 aussi … et ils continuaient. Malheur sur malheur,
 ruine sur ruine. Il fallait bien qu’il vînt autre chose, et
 l’on attendait. Le captif attendait dans le noir
 donjon … le serf attendait sur son sillon… le moine
 attendait, dans les abstinences du cloître, dans les
 tumultes solitaires du coeur, au milieu des tentations et
 des chutes, des remords et des visions étranges,
 misérable jouet du diable qui folâtrait cruellement
 autour de lui, et qui le soir, tirant sa couverture, lui
 disait gaiement à l’oreille: “Tu es damné!” 
 



In English:


 
This end of such a sad world was at one and the same
 time the hope and the horror of the Middle Ages….
 The Roman Empire had gone, that of Charlemagne
 also … and suffering continued. Misfortune on
 misfortune, ruin on ruin. There must be something else
 to come, and people were waiting. The prisoner waited
 in his dark dungeon … the serf in his furrow…. The
 monk waited in the abstinences of the cloister, in the
 solitary tumults of the heart, in the midst of temptations
 and of remorse and curious visions, miserable
 plaything of the Devil who fooled around him cruelly
 and who, at night, pulling back the bedclothes would
 say gaily into his ear: “You’re damned!” 
 

Ten centuries separate us from the people whom Michelet describes. In terms of history, this is a very long span. Those people lived halfway between our own time and that of the early Roman Empire, the time of Jesus Christ. But in biological terms, in terms of the existence of our species on earth, a thousand years is as nothing. Those people, our ancestors, were very like us indeed. They were smaller, because less well-fed, and the information available to them was different. That’s about all. 

You may think that the “all” is quite enough, since it includes a huge difference in beliefs. But the difference is not so huge as those of you who are children of the Enlightenment may think. There are actually more people in contemporary North America who believe in the literal truth of the New Testament’s Book of Revelation than there were in medieval Europe who believed the same. (There are more, because there are more of all sorts of people.) And it is of course on the Book of Revelation that the expectations about which Michelet writes are founded. St. John, in Revelation, tells us that Christ will return to earth and reign for a thousand years. After that, Satan will again revolt, but will be crushed and cast into the lake of fire and brimstone there to be tormented day and night forever and ever (Revelation 20.10). After that comes the new Jerusalem, seen by John in the twenty-first chapter. I shall now quote the first seven verses of that chapter: 
 
And I saw a new heaven and new earth: for the first heaven and the first earth were passed away; and there was no more sea.

And, I, John, saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.

And I heard a great voice out of heaven saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God. 

And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away. 

And he that sat upon the throne said, Behold, I make all things new. And he said unto me, Write: for these words are true and faithful. 

And he said unto me, It is done. I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. I will give unto him that is athirst of the fountain of the water of life freely. 

He that overcometh shall inherit all things, and I will be his God, and he shall be my son.

I pause there, on the seventh verse. “He that overcometh shall inherit all things …” That is the promise that buoyed up Martin Luther King and his companions and followers when they sang “We shall overcome….” This is the most notable example of the millennial spirit at work in the twentieth century. It is, obviously, a benign example. But the vision of St. John is also charged with menace. The verse that immediately follows “He that overcometh shall inherit all things …” runs as follows: 
 


 
But the fearful, and unbelieving, and the abominable,
 and murderers, fornicators, and sorcerers, and
 idolaters, and all liars, shall have their part in the lake
 which burneth with fire and brimstone: which is the second death. 
 



The message of Revelation, whether consoling or menacing, is not confined to Christianity. It is also part of Islam, which claims to complete it. Muhammad, like St. John, wrote at the dictation of an angel, and death on earth, as well as the second death, is the penalty for refusal of the angelic message. 

Of course you can believe in Revelation, and therefore in the Second Coming, without necessarily believing that the Second Coming will happen in the year 2000. After the failure of the hopes, fears and expectations for the year 1000, Christian fundamentalists have to be a bit more cautious. Yet there is a general notion that the date must have a solemn, sacral significance. Pope John Paul II is known to feel this. It is his earnest wish that his pontificate shall extend to the close of the second millennium of the Christian Era. He clearly hopes to be able to deliver an encyclical of epochal importance in the year 2000. And in preparation for that, he has reason to believe that he is already working with epochal and world-transforming forces. 

Pope John Paul II, on the eve of the chronological millennium, feels himself to be at the centre of the emergence of a spiritual millennium, in which the religious of the world will be united for a final victory over the irreligious. He has helped to bring about, for certain limited purposes, initially at least, an alliance between official Catholicism and fundamentalist Islam. The startling and paradoxical nature of this alliance has itself a tang of the millennium about it. The alliance was formed in defence of a perceived threat to common traditional values, in the matters of sexuality and reproduction. The agenda of the Cairo Conference on Population and Development in September 1994 was felt to infringe these common values, in relation especially to abortion and contraception (homosexuality was also targeted, for reasons whose relevance to the Cairo agenda was less obvious). Vatican statements tended to limit the alliance to these particular topics, but some of the Islamic fundamentalists, in Iran and Libya, were more far-reaching in their statements in the run-up to Cairo. They envisaged a world-wide alliance of the religious against the irreligious, the righteous against the unrighteous. The heirs of the crusades and the heirs of the jihad uniting for a final war against the godless.

This general concept has undoubtedly been attractive to Pope John Paul. The idea of an Alliance for the Repeal of the Enlightenment is most congenial. The last quarter of the second millennium of the Christian Era (from 1500 to now) has been a time of disaster for the Catholic Church, bringing with it first the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century and then, even worse, the Enlightenment, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. At one time, indeed, it might have seemed that there was a bright side to the Enlightenment, even from a Catholic point of view. On the whole, the Enlightenment affected countries that had embraced the Reformation, more deeply than Counter-Reformation countries. France, which had embraced neither Reformation nor Counter Reformation, but whose people were generally classed as Catholic, was the only country which the papacy, by the late eighteenth century, had cause to regard as “lost” to the Enlightenment. And that indeed was a major loss: the Church had lost her Eldest Daughter. But up to the second half of the twentieth century, adherents of the papacy could regard the Enlightenment with some complacency, seeing it as a terminal disease of Protestantism, and, as such, a merciful manifestation of the inscrutability of Divine Providence. 

But in the last quarter of our century, such complacency became no longer possible. It became clear that the rot had set in in the Vatican’s own backyard. I state the phenomenon in the terms in which the papacy perceived the spread of Enlightenment values among the faithful. By around 1975, it became apparent that the Magisterium—the supreme authority of the papacy in matters of faith and morals—was no longer working, even among those Catholics with the greatest traditional reputation for obedience to the leader of the Church. For the Catholic Church, as an institution, there was no field of morals that was more sensitive and significant than that of human sexuality and reproduction. Within that field, there was no Catholic doctrine that was more distinctly and firmly articulated than the total prohibition of recourse by the faithful to artificial means of contraception. Up to near the end of the third quarter of the twentieth century there was clear evidence that the faithful were still obeying the instructions of the Church. Catholic families were significantly larger, and often much larger, than other families. But by the 1970s, the differential was shrinking, and by the 1980s, it had vanished altogether, in certain traditionally Catholic countries and regions. 

The critical areas were those in which there were sizeable populations which were both traditionally Catholic, and sufficiently educated and informed, in a worldly sense, to avail themselves of artificial means of contraception, should they decide to defy what they knew to be the unequivocal and peremptory teaching of their Church. Two such areas were French Canada and the Republic of Ireland. And by the 1980s it had become clear that Canadian and Irish Catholic married couples were deliberately disobeying the solemn and reiterated instructions of their Church regarding sexual and reproductive ethics. From a Vatican point of view, this meant that the wolf of the Enlightenment, having devoured Protestantism, was now at large in the sheepfold of the True Church itself. 

When I refer, to the influence of the Enlightenment, I don’t, of course, mean that the Catholic couples who decided to disobey the instructions contained in Mater et Magistra (1960), Humanae Vitae (1968), and other papal and episcopal documents did so because they had been poring over the works of Locke and Montesquieu, of Voltaire and Diderot and d’Alembert. Quite possibly most of the Catholic couples concerned, in Canada and Ireland, for instance, had never heard of any of those thinkers or even, perhaps, of the Enlightenment itself. Nonetheless, these men and women show, by the nature itself of their decisions, that their minds are thoroughly permeated by Enlightenment values, no doubt acquired through the wider Protestant and post-Protestant environment of the British Isles and of North America. They have made rational decisions, based on their understanding of their own personal situation, as to what would be best for their own happiness on earth as married people, and for the happiness of their children. They have stuck to those decisions in the teeth of peremptory orders to the contrary, supposedly based on divine and revealed authority. These are classic Enlightenment positions, and when they have been adopted by so many Catholics, the sum of all those decisions represents a massive erosion of the papal Magisterium, through the permeation of Enlightenment values. And the erosion and permeation don’t stop there. Once you have disobeyed one solemn injunction, supposedly of divine inspiration, you are likely to disobey any of the other injunctions that seem to you unreasonable. Most Irish Catholics today seem disposed to reject the Church’s teaching on divorce and are divided about its teaching on abortion. Among Canadian Catholics, if I understand aright, the process is even further advanced. 

In the Third World, birth and fertility rates among Catholics remain satisfactory, from a papal point of view. But the papacy cannot derive much satisfaction from those statistics. The Pope knows that the figures reflect lack of information about, and access to, methods of contraception, rather than obedience to papal encyclicals. John Paul II, however, is prepared to settle for denial of information and access, if he cannot get obedience. To secure such denial has been the basis of Vatican policy in the field of sexual and reproductive ethics at every relevant international conference in the second half of this century, culminating in the Cairo Conference on Population and Development. 

This is in many ways an awkward policy for the Catholic Church in the modern world, and many Catholics greatly resent it. It is a policy which gives the Church a vested interest in the preservation of ignorance. It puts the Church back on the road of confrontation with the mainstream Enlightenment. Around mid-century, with the processes of thought that led to Vatican II, the Church had seemed to be coming to terms with that Enlightenment. But the present Pope, with formidable pertinacity—and an ingenuity which has seemed hardly less formidable until very recently—has managed to repeal Vatican II in spirit, while piously preserving the letter of all its documentary formulae. And beyond that, the objective is nothing less than the repeal of the Enlightenment itself. John Paul hopes and prays that the opening of the third millennium of the Christian Era will be the turning point in the battle against Enlightenment values. And he hopes, as he has told us, to be presiding over the destinies of the Catholic Church when that great turning point is reached. 
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