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			Praise for These Liberties We Hold Sacred

			“. . . the key to resolving America’s most corrosive social issues.”

			In this collection of essays, Carl Anderson shows why the Knights of Columbus have flourished under his leadership for two decades. He reminds us that the things we cherish most—­liberty, love, life—are God’s gifts. That article of faith is not a pious observation, but the key to resolving America’s most corrosive social issues.

			—John Garvey, President, The Catholic University of America

			“[Offers] clarity in analyzing concrete problems and putting forward solutions.”

			We are facing several challenges that could turn lethal: hatred for life, radical Islam, and the growing gap between commu­nities in modern countries. For us to meet them, some virtues are called for. An intellectual one: clarity in analyzing concrete problems and putting forward solutions. One halfway between the intellectual and the moral: the ability to put one’s finger where it hurts and call a spade a spade. And a moral one, verging on the theological: love of one’s enemies and readiness to forgive. Carl Anderson’s book is a case for those virtues and an example of them.

			—Remi Brague, Emeritus Professor of Medieval and Arabic Philosophy, The Sorbonne, The University of Paris I

			“compelling and thoughtful”

			Carl Anderson opens the text of this compelling and thoughtful book with Jefferson’s famous question about whether a nation can survive for long if it forgets that its freedoms and liberties are gifts derived from God.

			In answering Jefferson’s question he calls up George Washington’s proposition that religious faith is not merely a private matter but is central to the country’s inner workings and to what makes for a good society. And then he asks his readers the central question: What should America be? Can its promise of liberty and justice for all be fulfilled?

			In providing answers, and woven into a rich narrative, is the inspiring story of the founding and work of the remarkable Knights of Columbus. Its founder, Father McGivney, answered Jefferson’s question by insisting that Catholics had a duty to play their part and to use their gifs to enliven and animate civic society.

			Through their extraordinary work, the Knights have remained true to these founding ideals, and use their skills and resources as gifts for the common good.

			In returning to these old questions and challenges, Carl Anderson does so with new and fresh insights and contemporary answers. It’s a book that should be read by anyone who wants to make a difference.

			—David Alton, Lord Alton of Liverpool, House of Lords
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			Introduction

			“Can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have removed their only firm basis, a conviction in the minds of the people that these liberties are the gifts of God?”

			—Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, Query XVIII, 1781

			What should America be? Can its promise of liberty and justice for all be fulfilled?

			These questions—over the past year—seem to be tearing our country apart. Is there a greatness or promise in our constitution that should be embraced, or has the American experiment failed to such an extent that it needs to be radically re-constituted?

			This book, through a series of essays and speeches on the subject of the confluence of faith and public life, speaks to that question. In doing so, the arguments it makes have in mind those made by Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and generations of Knights of Columbus since the nineteenth century. Namely, that we should demand the fulfillment of the promises made in the Declaration of Independence and Constitution, and that doing so from a religious basis is not only appropriate, but wholly consistent with the original vision of America’s founding.

			It makes its case also mindful of a twentieth century that saw many nations “re-constituted” by revolutionary movements that often made situations far worse than they had been. Even where things were quite difficult to begin with, things seldom improved after revolutionary change. One need only think of Northern Iraq in 2014, Cambodia in the 1970s, Eastern Europe and China in the 1940s, Germany in the 1930s, or Italy and Russia earlier in the century to understand that the fall of one order, no matter how problematic, could easily usher in years or decades of something far worse.

			This is not to say the United States is perfect. Nor is it to say that the promises made in the U.S. Constitution have always been promises kept. However, having avoided the worst of the twentieth century’s violent totalitarianism, and having made important advances in the protection of human rights, the United States still has much to offer anyone who lives in this great land, as well as much to offer those living in other countries. One could easily argue—as Dr. King did in his “I Have a Dream” speech—that “the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence” are “a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir.” And as he declared further: “we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that there are insufficient funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation.”

			Years earlier, in his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” King also appealed to the founding documents of this country, writing:

			One day the South will know that when these disinherited children of God sat down at lunch counters, they were in reality standing up for what is best in the American dream and for the most sacred values in our Judaeo Christian heritage, thereby bringing our nation back to those great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.

			That Dr. King’s efforts had a positive effect on racial justice in this country is undeniable. But how he advocated was important. He demanded the rights promised in the Constitution, and did so from a platform that was overtly religious.

			Interestingly, King’s approach of demanding that the equal rights America promised be applied regardless of race was closely mirrored by the Knights of Columbus’ demand for the application of equal rights regardless of religion—work explicitly advanced by the Knights decades earlier.

			As was stated at a Massachusetts’ Knights of Columbus banquet in 1895: “We believe that the better Catholics we are, the better citizens we are also. Inspired by this spirit, we are tolerant of the opinions of others, and demand like toleration from others.”

			Father William Slocum, a priest who was a contemporary of Knights’ founder Father Michael McGivney’s in Connecticut, eulogized McGivney at a pilgrimage to his tomb in 1900 and exhorted the Knights: “As a Christian body, American citizens and lovers of justice, may you [Knights of Columbus] feel it your duty to say: ‘Thus far and no farther shalt thou go.’ You have a right to say, we want nothing but our rights and, before heaven, we will be satisfied with nothing less.”

			Again, and tellingly, from the earliest years, the effort had both a strong civic and a strong religious component. Like King’s work, the Knights’ work met with substantial success in bringing Catholics into mainstream American society, and securing their rights irrespective of their faith.

			Although anti-Catholic bigotry still raises its head from time to time—especially directed at Catholic beliefs that run counter to a “politically correct” secular world view—few today realize just how despised a minority Catholics were in America in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Targeted, and even at times killed by the Ku Klux Klan and other “nativist” mobs, Catholics—whether American-born or hailing from Ireland, Italy, or elsewhere—were often made to feel extremely unwelcome in the United States.

			Coming of age during the Know Nothing and Klan-dominated moments in American history, the Knights had its work cut out for it, but having experienced the lack of freedom in places like British-ruled Ireland, the early Knights—mostly Irish-Americans—equated their commitment to patriotism with a desire to promote the Constitution’s guarantee of religious freedom. In 1890, the Knights of Columbus and its founder were praised for inspiring appreciation and action. Eulogizing the Knights’ founder, a young man whose family had personally benefitted from the priest’s charity noted that “unrivaled civil liberty on the one side and unrivaled religious liberty on the other demand of us cultivation and exercise of the most ardent patriotism.” Patriotism for the Knights from the earliest days was a response to promised rights, rights worth claiming and defending.

			Both King and the Knights of Columbus brought to bear a uniquely Christian perspective on their work to advance equality in the United States. By this, their appeal was doubly resonant within the American context.

			As America’s founders had noted, religious belief was integral to the smooth functioning of the United States. Madison perhaps offered the best summary of this in 1798 when he wrote:

			We have no Government armed with Power capable of contending with human Passions unbridled by morality and Religion. Avarice, Ambition, Revenge or Galantry, would break the strongest Cords of our Constitution as a Whale goes through a Net. Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious People. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.

			The idea was not simply that the government was prohibited from imposing a particular denominational creed, but also that the government was only functional in a situation where it governed those who had religious and moral commitments.

			President George Washington similarly held up religion and morality as essential to the country’s functional inner workings, and expressed as much two years before Madison when bidding farewell to the nation as president. He said:

			Of all the dispositions and habits, which lead to political prosperity, Religion and Morality are indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of Patriotism, who should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the duties of Men and Citizens. […] Where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation desert the oaths, which are the instruments of investigation in Courts of Justice? And let us with caution indulge the supposition, that morality can be maintained without religion. […] reason and experience both forbid us to expect, that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.

			Such thinking should not be taken as instrumentalizing religion, but as respecting its foundational force and influence in the life and future of the young nation.

			Far from threatening to wall off faith from the public policy of the country—as is envisioned by some progressive secularists today—the country’s founders saw faith as actually critical to, rather than undermining, America’s civic enterprise. It should come as no surprise that the work for racial equality undertaken by Reverend King, and the work for religious equality undertaken by the Knights of Columbus were both based on Christian ideas, as was the abolitionist movement, which predated both.

			Regarding what the interplay of faith and civic life looks like on the personal level, two of the questions that Knights’ founder Father McGivney and the men who helped him launch the Knights of Columbus sought to answer were these—Can a person be a good Catholic and a good citizen? And, if so, what does that look like?

			For nearly a century and a half, the Knights of Columbus has answered the first question affirmatively, and the second question by example. The Knights became the first large-scale Catholic organization of laymen in America to explicitly take on the importance of faith and citizenship. In so doing, it also became the first Catholic organization through which laymen helped give the Catholic Church and Catholic Faith a major voice on key civic issues of the day. As such, the Knights had a real effect in a number of areas including:

			
					Helping put an end to prejudiced, anti-Catholic publications.

					Standing up to the Klan’s bigoted efforts, including their attempts to outlaw Catholic education.

					Shaping opinion about global persecution of Christians.

					Introducing American servicemen to the good work of Catholics through free hospitality centers in the United States and Europe during World War I.

			

			Building on the organization’s history as a thought-leader in the area of civil and religious rights, as well as its charitable leadership, the addresses and writings in this book were designed to bring that wisdom and perspective beyond the Knights of Columbus, to diverse audiences. Some of what is contained here are addresses that helped shape American public policy, others pieces spoke directly to groups of individuals at more private events—such as the address to a Maronite (Eastern Catholic) convention—which nevertheless held a message deeply relevant to a much broader audience today.

			Each speech or essay in this book had a path for change in mind, rather than simply being a record related to particular moments in time. Therefore, I invite you to view this book as representing a belief in the promises made by our country’s founding documents and a demand that those promises be kept. Embracing and demanding the fulfillment of these promises informed by Christian principles has led—and can continue to lead—to respect for human dignity and authentic equality for all Americans. It is an idea and process that I believe most Americans can embrace to heal our country and its politics.

			This book addresses areas that were not simply of great concern for American Catholics, but areas of great concern for the entire nation because of their great consequences—areas where lives have been taken, people have been jailed, voices have been silenced, and families have been pitted against each other with lasting consequences for this and the next generation.

			Section 1 (“Domestic Religious Freedom, Conscience, and Secularism”) begins with the fundamental freedom—religious freedom—which is increasingly squeezed out of the public square in our country. It presents the long-standing understanding and expectation that religion would serve a foundational role in our country. Further, it explores the impact that Catholics and others can have through faithful citizenship, and presents what the “Next Great Awakening” should look like if Americans are to develop faithful citizenship to overcome the challenges of today.

			Section 2 (“International Religious Freedom”) looks at a specific situation in which the United States’ commitment to religious liberty as a universal human right (not simply one for Americans) has had a chance to protect that right for others: i.e., in the Middle East, where restrictions on religious freedom have progressed unchecked, creating one of the most deadly religious freedom situations of our generation, killing thousands, and making religious pluralism an endangered reality that may not survive there. The Knights of Columbus was and continues to be a key advocate and charitable support for religious minorities—including Christians, but for other persecuted religious minorities there as well. Our work and ideas literally shaped U.S. and international policy on the issue, and some of the addresses represent those efforts. However, the continuation of Christian citizenship in those lands depends on more than aid or public awareness, and some of the items here speak to the cultural, spiritual, and personal prerequisites needed, both in persecuted communities and in ally/advocate communities.

			Section 3 (“Respect for Life”) addresses a right that remains unfulfilled in the case of nearly one million people a year. This right to life is one of those “unalienable rights” which are “endowed by the Creator.” Science has made clear that each unborn child is a unique human life. As with the other civil rights movements mentioned above, hard work is being done, often led by people of faith, to extend the equal protection of the laws and the promise of the Constitution and Declaration of Independence to these defenseless individuals who have yet to benefit from it.

			Little wonder the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops has labeled this issue the “preeminent priority” of our time—an assessment with which Pope Francis strongly agreed in a meeting with American bishops in 2020.The issue of abortion and related issues are put in context of its foundational disregard for the humanity of the unborn child, as well as the growing technological advances that flirt with changing what a human is. The section ends with a discussion of suffering—a factor that contributes to how the “throwaway culture” defends abortion as a necessity, along with euthanasia, the maltreatment of the elderly and people with disabilities, and even suicide.

			Section 4 (“Transcending Partisanship”) speaks to the violent protests, election rancor, political polarity, and impasses for the last decade. It lays out paths toward genuine civic involvement with an eye toward change, both drawing on Martin Luther King’s Christian-based ethic of non-violence as well as outlining the contributions that Catholic voters can make as a voice of reconciliation, even beyond election season. Recognizing the deeper origins of such internal combat, the section concludes with a deep dive into the essential spiritual element—mercy—which is often lacking in our interactions with those we considered flawed, and deeply needed in response to our own flaws.

			Finally, Section 5 (“Love in Society”) addresses the need for love as both a foundation for our society, and an exploration of civic life’s impact on the family—the place where love, as well as the virtues entailed by citizenship, are first learned. The ideologies of the last two centuries is explored with a specific eye towards how they targeted the family, a fundamental “organization” whose framework predates those ideologies and their states. The results of family breakdown on children, as well as a more specific analysis of the material and spiritual contributions of grandparents, draw out these themes in concrete terms.

			If, as Madison observed, the laws of this land are insufficient for any but a moral and religious people, then the heart of our county’s divisions are not fundamentally legal, but religious and moral. Thus, an understanding of rights that—to paraphrase President John F. Kennedy—come not from the generosity of the state but from the hand of God, would be a good starting point for unity and a universal application of rights to all God’s children. In short, our country will function best not by completely replacing the system we have with something of unknown quality, but by embracing at every level a sense of morality and religion, both committed to rights and justice based on love of neighbor.

			After calling into question whether liberties could survive if “in the minds of the people” they were seen as anything but gifts from God, Jefferson noted: “Indeed, I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just, and that his justice cannot sleep forever.”

			The justice he feared was a justice meted out in the absence of a proper understanding of the role of God in providing a foundation for these rights. These men were prescient, for from the French Revolution, to the Russian Revolution, to the killing fields of Cambodia, to Nazi Germany, a complete rejection of God quickly led to human bloodletting on a massive scale. By embracing a balanced approach to church and state, the United States avoided such a catastrophic outcome.

			But as Jefferson, Madison, and Washington observed, it is the morality and religious sense of the people that is the necessary bulwark against tyranny. Little wonder that morality—built on religious principles—has moved the country ahead from abolition, to Catholic civil rights, to the Civil Rights Movement led by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

			To the extent that we would have this country function at its best, and deliver on its promises of equal rights, regardless of race or creed, faith should be embraced, not avoided. In awakening to this reality, we would help America achieve its promise of liberty, and justice for all. This, only “we the people,” and especially “we the people of faith,” can accomplish.

		

	
		
			Section 1: Domestic Religious Freedom, Conscience, and Secularism

			Includes the following chapters:

			1. America and Religious Freedom

			2. The Importance of Christian Witness in America Today

			3. The Next Great Awakening

			In 1909, the great French Catholic writer Charles Peguy observed, “For the first time since Jesus, we have seen, under our very eyes . . . a new world arise . . . constituted, or at any rate assembled . . . after Jesus and without Jesus.”2

			Peguy was speaking about recent events in the Europe of his day—a Europe profoundly transformed by the Enlightenment, which would become deeply wounded by the atrocities of atheistic political ideologies from its Germanic north, Italian south, Soviet east, and Spanish-­Communist west.

			More than a century later, we must admit that the cultural trend of a new world after Jesus and without Jesus has become more pronounced in Europe, as well as throughout the Western Hemisphere. Europe’s continued embrace and even promotion of secularism as the new “baseline” of political life continue, including the promotion of its derivative ideologies (often rooted in the failed experiments of the Soviet bloc) to the developing world.

			The United States has in many ways been a late-comer to embracing radically secular or even atheistic political ideologies. The American “Enlightenment,” which gave birth to the country in the eighteenth century, and the arising political philosophies, which continued to shape it at key moments in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, strongly embraced the idea that rights protected by the state came from God.

			Disagreeing so fundamentally on the place of God, the results of these two disparate Enlightenments existed in tension with one another. In the political realm in particular, in our lifetimes, we have seen religious hostility come to a tipping point, when hostility toward religious involvement in political life began gaining a vocal constituency among politicians—a trend that has grown, rather than reversed. This tension pulls at the social realms as well, and reaches into the worlds of family life, business, education, and healthcare as norm-changing mandates and ideals are put forward. Any citizen—and certainly anyone working for a cause with political implications—experiences the tensions in a personal way.

			My experience was initially from the inside, rather than from the civilian sector. Prior to committing to the Knights of Columbus full time—a transition that occurred in the 1980s—I had worked in the world of men and women who call themselves “public servants.” I considered my time spent on the Civil Rights Commission and on the staff of President Ronald Reagan a strong foundation for serving an international organization that had a strong record of faith and advocacy for freedoms of religious, racial, and civil nature—and a record (akin to John Kennedy’s and Ronald Reagan’s) of standing up for the rights of those persecuted for their faith by Communist regimes.

			What I did not know at the time was that my experience in public life was not the exception to the position of supreme knight, but historically had been the rule. From the beginning, the Knights of Columbus paired a strong ethic of non-partisanship with a robust dedication to civic responsibility. An early parade of Knights sported badges showing their political affiliations, driving home both the members’ commitment to civic engagement and the diversity of political parties through which their engagement occurred. The Knights of Columbus has understood that the obligations of citizenship include civic and political improvement. With harmonious ease, the lives of the earliest supreme knights and early leaders wove together service to the Order and service through civic leadership. This included John Phelan—who served as Connecticut’s secretary of state and as the Order’s second supreme knight, simultaneously! His successor, James Hayes, was a rising star in the Massachusetts statehouse who served simultaneously as a Democratic senator there and as the Order’s third supreme knight; his later successor Luke Hart served as an alderman and delegate for the Republican Party, while Francis Matthews went on from being supreme knight to hold the positions of Secretary of the Navy and Ambassador to Ireland for President Harry Truman.3

			The Knights of Columbus not only was built by and attracted Catholic civic-minded men, but had as a purpose, in the words of one of the original incorporators, “to unify American Catholic citizens of every national and racial origin”4 who, among other things, had a particular interest in defending the religious freedom of Catholics. Part of this effort was making the case for defending a place for Catholics in public life through the examples of its own members as model citizens.

			Eulogizing Father McGivney in 1890, Edward Downes—brother of Alfred Downes, for whom Father McGivney had become guardian after the death of their father—noted the fact:

			Comfort and help are not the only fruits of our organization, its province is more far reaching. . . . The very name of our order, bespeaking the wisdom of our founder, necessarily inspires our members with renewed patriotism and makes us better citizens. The name stands as a beacon light reminding us of the duties we owe our country, and reminding us that unrivaled civil liberty on the one side and unrivaled religious liberty on the other demand of us cultivation and exercise of the most ardent patriotism. [Emphasis added]

			Despite being born on the east coast of the United States, the Knights of Columbus managed to overcome the predominantly Anglo narratives of American history. The Irish immigrant heritage of many of its founding members certainly brought a personal awareness of the tragedy of living as a Catholic amidst persecution under English Protestant rule. The Knights’ appreciation for religious liberty furthered its international perspective by its almost immediate expansion to the west coast (with Hispanic missionary history), its early Canadian expansion (with both French-Catholic and English-Protestant heritage), and its early expansion to Cuba and the Philippines (which were eyed by the United States at times with an overtly anti-Catholic/pro-Protestant oriented colonization). The diversity of experiences drove home that the importance of religious freedom was not an American issue, but an issue of basic human rights, which ought to be protected in each homeland.

			In particular, I think the Order’s foray into Mexico made a significant impact. Our establishment in Mexico in 1905 further strengthened our racial and ethnic solidarity, which had already included African Americans and Native Americans. As Mexico became ground zero for the persecution of Catholics in the 1920s, our solidarity with them and with our brother Knights was important and helped bring international attention to the issue of the persecution and laid a foundation for a century of international work defending the rights of Catholics—and others—to practice their faith without fear of persecution.

			As the Knights of Columbus has expanded during my tenure to new countries, the importance of civil responsibility, including in the face of the fragility of religious liberty and the responsibility to stand up for those persecuted for their faith, has been a common denominator.

			Interestingly, each new country where the Order has established in the twenty-first century had an experience of a dominant culture harboring suspicion of Catholics or even actively undermining fidelity to Catholic teaching. Fulfilling an invitation by Pope John Paul II himself for the Order to establish in Poland, the Knights there, like other Polish Catholics, still bear the emotional and spiritual scars of decades of the hostile coexistence of Communist oppression and deep Catholic spirituality. Ukraine bears both old wounds and new from Soviet-era Communist oppression and its more current conflicts, and these experiences are shared in many ways in Lithuania as well. The bravery of Korean Catholics during the Sinyu Persecution and the persecutions that followed continues to animate the faith of the Church in that country, at a time when the reality of persecution looms across the border in North Korea. And in France, threats to the faith of Catholics come increasingly from virulent secularism and personal religious apathy that paint over the country’s rich Catholic history with the visages of the anti-Catholic Enlightenment’s grandchildren. This is without even mentioning the sporadic but undeniably persistent specter of real terrorism from secularist, anarchist, and jihadist sources. For example, the Observatory on Intolerance and Discrimination Against Christians in Europe, which documents such events, reported an average of more than 200 incidents in Europe each recent year5—the iceberg of hatred beneath more visible acts such as the brutal murder-by-stabbing of a Father Jacques Hamel at the altar and the attack at a Christmas market in Strasbourg. Such events show, perhaps not an exclusively anti-Catholic sentiment, but certainly an anti-Christian one. And the situation in France (400+ events since 2014), according to the Observatory’s executive director, makes it the “worst country in Europe” for Christians.6

			In some ways, what is old is new again. The Knights of Columbus spoke out against the Secularism Law in France in 1905 and now are established there, showing in that country too what good citizens Catholics can be. Throughout World War II and during the Cold War, the Knights stood up for those persecuted by Nazi and Communist regimes in lands where we have taken root, like Poland, Ukraine, and Lithuania.

			In the United States, the organization has again had to make the case that faithful Catholics—including Knights—have a role to play in this country and its public life—even as some in the Senate and elsewhere in government have publicly questioned that role.

			What became obvious as my tenure progressed was that the need to protect the civil rights of Catholics—based on promises of religious freedom in the United States Constitution and Bill of Rights—remained important. In short, the understanding of Father McGivney and those first incorporators of the Knights of Columbus on this issue had continuing relevance nearly a century and a half later. Now as then, an organization is needed not simply to support men in their faith and help keep their families financially viable in times of tragedy, but also to unite Catholic men, regardless of race or political belief, with the understanding that love of God, love of neighbor, and love of country are all important and good, and that Catholics have as much right as any other person to live out faith, charity, and citizenship—as much as any other citizen, whether in the United States, in France, in Mexico, in South Korea, or in the Middle East.

			
				
					
							
 Charles Péguy. Temporal and Eternal. Trans. Alexander Dru. (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1958). P. 131. Quoted in Luigi Giussani et al. Generating Traces in the History of the World: New Traces of the Christian Experience. (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010).


					

				

				
					
							
 Beyond the supreme knights’ respective records of service, the Order’s incorporators and members of the first council showed a dedicated and diverse record of engagement in the civic, political, and municipal life of the city, state, and country. This included a member of the General Assembly of Connecticut and future New Haven mayor, a fire commissioner, a constable, an alderman, and a councilman, as well as others involved in local politics and elections. Alfred Downes, for whom Father McGivney stepped up as guardian, went on to take a pivotal PR role In New York politics as a New York Times political reporter. His brother, Edward Downes, served as city clerk and later became Consul for the United States stationed in Amsterdam.


					

				

				
					
							
 As Daniel Colwell, the long-serving National Secretary and original incorporating member, would recall: “It was designed to unify American Catholic citizens of every national and racial origin in a social and fraternal organization, giving scope and purpose to their aims as Catholics and as Americans, whether in developing the social and fraternal spirit that should exist among those who are sons of the same Church and citizens of the same republic, or in furthering great educational and religious enterprises undertaken by the Church in America.”


					

				

				
					
							
 As reported: 180 in 2015, 250 in 2016, 275 in 2018.


					

				

				
					
							
 Jonathan Luxmoore, “Religious rights group deplores ‘anti-Christian hostility’ in France,” Catholic Philly, Feb. 15, 2019. http://catholicphilly.com/2019/02/news/world-news/religious-rights-group-deplores-anti-christian-hostility-in-france/


					

				

			

		

	
		
			1. America and Religious Freedom

			speech

			Dignitatis Humanae and the Rediscovery of Religious Freedom Conference
John Paul II Institute for Studies on Marriage and Family
February 21, 2013, Washington, DC

			A new way of looking at religious freedom, guaranteeing the free exercise of the faith for all, was central to the American founding. Despite this, that promise has been eroded by nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophy, by certain domestic political trends, and even by some Catholics who have sought to reconcile secular values with religious ones in a way that privileges the former. Tracing the origins of America’s religious freedom tradition as well as contemporary challenges to it, this speech made the case for Catholics—following well-formed consciences—to be a light to the world.

			America’s Religious Freedom Tradition

			The importance of religious freedom and its underlying principles have shaped the United States and its citizens in profound ways. In 2012, speaking to the Bishops of the United States on their ad limina visit in 2012, Pope Benedict XVI raised with appreciation the place of religion in the country’s chosen unifying identity:

			One of the most memorable aspects of my Pastoral Visit to the United States was the opportunity it afforded me to reflect on America’s historical experience of religious freedom, and specifically the relationship between religion and culture. At the heart of every culture, whether perceived or not, is a consensus about the nature of reality and the moral good, and thus about the conditions for human flourishing. In America, that consensus, as enshrined in your nation’s founding documents, was grounded in a worldview shaped not only by faith but a commitment to certain ethical principles deriving from nature and nature’s God.7

			I think all of us here would recognize in the pope’s words the freedom we cherish so much in our country.

			Unlike much of Europe, which has historically lurched between the extremes of theocracy and militant secularism, in the United States, we have experienced a form of American exceptionalism in regard to questions of religious liberty and especially in regard to the free exercise of religion.

			Steven Waldman reminds us in his book Founding Faith: How Our Founding Fathers Forged a Radical New Approach to Religious Liberty that from the time of the Declaration of Independence to our Bill of Rights and shortly thereafter, a transformation took place in the United States in the way in which religion was treated.

			Americans rejected the old European model of an established state religion in which religious minorities were only granted some level of toleration by government. They rejected the idea of merely tolerating religion.

			Thomas Paine put the matter very clearly: “Toleration is not the opposite of intolerance but the counterfeit of it. Both are despotisms: the one assumes to itself the right of withholding liberty of conscience, the other of granting it.”8

			James Madison and others would not accept the idea that Americans were to petition their government for permission to exercise their religion. Instead, he argued that the “free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience” was a “natural and absolute right.” This “shift[ed] the terms of debate from toleration to liberty,” according to Waldman.9

			In his famous “Memorial and Remonstrance,” Madison wrote: “The Religion then of every man must be left to the conviction and conscience of every man; and it is the right of every man to exercise it as these may dictate. This right is in its nature an unalienable right.”10

			Madison’s concern went beyond diversity or pluralism to something far more important:

			It is the duty of every man to render to the Creator such homage, and such only, as he believes to be acceptable to him. This duty is precedent, both in order of time and in degree of obligation, to the claims of Civil Society. Before any man can be considered as a member of Civil Society, he must be considered as a subject of the Governor of the Universe.11

			We can, of course, debate the degree to which the Founders such as Madison were influenced by Christian or Enlightenment thinking and to what extent the English common law tradition, influenced by a fundamentally Christian understanding of natural law, was reflected in the mindset of the Founders. But it is clear that if Madison’s statement above is reflective of the view of most, if not all, of the Founders, then their view of religious liberty arose not from an indifference to either truth or the Creator. Instead, it seems quite clear that their defense of individual conscience rested precisely upon the recognition of the demands that the truth sets upon each person’s conscience because of his relationship to his Creator. Nor can one see this view as simply the consensus about a state-sanctioned civil right. To the contrary, the proposition was clearly one of an inalienable natural right rooted in the very core of the human person.

			In his historic 1963 letter from a Birmingham jail, Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. said that he and his followers “were in reality standing up for what is best in the American dream and for the most sacred values in our Judeo-Christian heritage, thereby bringing our nation back to those great wells of democracy, which were dug deep by the founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.”12

			Perhaps we need to remember also that King’s letter relied upon the Catholic natural law tradition in his appeal to American public opinion, citing Saint Augustine that “an unjust law is no law at all.”

			And he asked, “How does one determine when a law is just or unjust? A just law is a man-made code that squares with the moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law.” He answered, against citing another Catholic: “To put it in the terms of Saint Thomas Aquinas, an unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal and natural law.”

			There you have the ancient teaching of the Catholic Church, summed up by a Baptist preacher under arrest for living by it. But to whom was King appealing with this argument from natural law? And why did he think that resting his case on the natural law thinking of Saint Thomas Aquinas would resonate within the American cultural and political environment of his day?

			Every legal system rests upon a certain vision of the human person. As it was observed in The Federalist Papers No. 51, “What is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature?”13 Obviously, our laws affecting religious liberty are no exception.

			The “Masters of Suspicion”

			To continue with the observation of Pope Benedict to the American bishops on their ad limina visit, he also said this:

			Today that consensus has eroded significantly in the face of powerful new cultural currents which are not only directly opposed to core moral teachings of the Judeo-Christian tradition, but increasingly hostile to Christianity as such.14

			Sadly, most of us would recognize our country—or its current direction—in that statement as well.

			I think that Paul Ricoeur’s idea of the “Masters of Suspicion” is an essential, interpretive key to understanding the current controversy in the United States as well as the historical antecedents in Europe.15 Ricoeur described Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud as the “Masters of Suspicion” because each in his own way cast Christianity under suspicion as a “system” that fundamentally distorts our perception of the human person, restrains our exercise of authentic freedom, and which, therefore, makes impossible the pursuit of true happiness.

			Whether society considers Christianity to be the opium of the people, a slave religion, or an infantile delusion (as each of these men did respectively), such a society is hardly likely to give such a religion, its institutions, or its followers a privileged place. Neither is it apt to consider the free exercise of this religion to be a good thing.

			The position of the “Masters of Suspicion” has been ascendant in Europe for much of the twentieth century and now is gaining ground in the United States. Many in government seem to be of the opinion that government’s reflection of human nature should be of the person devoid of his very soul—and of the religious ideals that nourish that soul.

			Seeing this trend, Pope Benedict said to the American bishops last year:

			When a culture attempts to suppress the dimension of ultimate mystery, and to close the doors to transcendent truth, it inevitably becomes impoverished and falls prey, as the late Pope John Paul II so clearly saw, to reductionist and totalitarian readings of the human person and the nature of society.

			He added:

			The seriousness of these threats needs to be clearly appreciated at every level of ecclesial life. Of particular concern are certain attempts being made to limit that most cherished of American freedoms, the freedom of religion. Many of you have pointed out that concerted efforts have been made to deny the right of conscientious objection on the part of Catholic individuals and institutions with regard to cooperation in intrinsically evil practices. Others have spoken to me of a worrying tendency to reduce religious freedom to mere freedom of worship without guarantees of respect for freedom of conscience.16

			Professor Stephen Carter of Yale Law School has warned that the “potential transformation of the Establishment clause from a guardian of religious liberty into a guarantor of public secularism raises prospects at once dismal and dreadful.”17

			One of the examples that Professor Carter cites is the litigation from a number of years ago that challenged the tax-exempt status of the Catholic Church because of its pro-life advocacy. Carter speculated that such a precedent could lead to similar challenges to churches on the basis of advocacy of civil rights or other politically sensitive issues. But then he suggested that:

			Maybe there are not any principles involved. Maybe it is just another effort to ensure that intermediate institutions, such as the religions, do not get in the way of the government’s will. Perhaps, in short, it is a way of ensuring that only one vision of the meaning of reality—that of the powerful group of individuals called the state—is allowed a political role.

			Then he observes this: “Back in Tocqueville’s day, this was called tyranny. Nowadays, all too often, but quite mistakenly, it is called the separation of church and state.”18

			Saint Thomas More: Model for Conscientious Citizenship

			Carter argues that a central role of religion in American democracy is “the role of external moral critic and alternative source of values and meaning,” especially when these conflict with those of the state.19 He then concludes with this observation:

			In a state that does little regulating—the state, for example, that the Founders envisioned when they wrote the First Amendment—this tension will but rarely be apparent. As the apparatus of government grows, and its control over the lives of citizens increases, the situations in which meanings are imposed become of necessity far more numerous, and conflicts between the visions imposed by the state and the visions imposed by the religions become more frequent. A pervasive, totalitarian state will of course find these conflicts threatening, which is why religious liberty is among the first freedoms to go when statist dictators take firm hold. A state that loves liberty and cherishes its diversity, however, should revel in these conflicts, welcoming them as a sign of political and spiritual health.20

			Indeed, a political and legal culture that works to drive our Catholic institutions from carrying out their charitable work focuses our attention on the life of Saint Thomas More. He is an appropriate guide, for he used all his brilliance as a lawyer to avoid conflict with King Henry VIII. Yet, finally, when direct conflict could no longer be avoided, he laid down both his family’s security and his very life.

			Clarence Miller, the editor of the Yale Edition of the Collected Works of Thomas More, recalls the various reasons that have been given for More’s martyrdom:

			The integrity of the self as witnessed by an oath, the irreducible freedom of individual conscience in the face of an authoritarian state, [and] papal supremacy as a sign of the supra-national unity of Western Christendom. . . . All of these are true as far as they go. But in the last analysis, More did not die for any principle, or idea, or tradition, or even doctrine, but for a person, for Christ.21

			In 1929, G.K. Chesterton wrote that “Thomas More is more important at this moment than at any moment since his death, even perhaps the great moment of his dying; but, he is not quite so important as he will be in about a hundred years’ time.”22

			In the life of More we see the truth recognized in Gaudium et Spes: that “in the depths of his conscience, man detects a law which he does not impose on himself, but which holds him to obedience.”23 This is the natural law that resonates in man’s conscience. But in the matter of Christian witness, we can say something further: in the depths of his heart, a Christian detects a love which he does not impose on himself, but which holds him to obedience.

			More was a layman; and last year when speaking to the American bishops, Pope Benedict was very clear that the struggle for religious freedom must be joined by the laity as well as the clergy. He said:

			Here once more we see the need for an engaged, articulate and well-formed Catholic laity endowed with a strong critical sense vis-à-vis the dominant culture and with the courage to counter a reductive secularism which would delegitimize the Church’s participation in public debate about the issues which are determining the future of American society. The preparation of committed lay leaders and the presentation of a convincing articulation of the Christian vision of man and society remain a primary task of the Church in your country; [and] as essential components of the new evangelization.24

			The loyalty and action of the laity is especially important today because we find ourselves in a virtual legal “Wonderland” where the government seems willing to give institutions rights of conscience that it denies to individuals. But how long may we expect the First Amendment to protect institutions when its protections are denied to individual Americans? What we have seen during the year-long controversy over the so-called HHS Mandate and what we now see in its present iteration is precisely an exercise of that despotism of toleration about which Thomas Paine warned us.

			The relationship between conscience and truth in contemporary culture was addressed by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger in a 1991 lecture sponsored by the National Catholic Bioethics Center and the Knights of Columbus.25 He first observed that the conscience of post-modern man considers itself entirely subjective while, at the same time, being infallible in its judgments. This subjective conscience is also self-justifying, setting itself in opposition to any outside authority.

			This type of conscience acts “not as a window through which one can see outward to that common truth,” according to Ratzinger, but as a “protective shell, into which man can escape and there hide from reality.”26

			The post-modern conscience is thus vulnerable to prevailing societal opinions; it mirrors them and becomes ultimately enslaved by them. The notion of truth as a reference point is abandoned, and in its place, we find the concept of progress. Ironically, progress itself “is” the infallible truth. And with objective truth sufficiently out of the way, power becomes the only category that matters. The strong are then free to dominate the weak. This dynamic was later described by Pope John Paul II in more detail in his encyclical Evangelium Vitae.27

			In Evangelium Vitae, Blessed John Paul calls for “a general mobilization of consciences and a united ethical effort to activate a great campaign in support of life.”28 This mobilization of consciences is at the center of the encyclical’s vision of evangelization. It is also the foundation of John Paul II’s approach to social justice and the law. Evangelium Vitae was not the first time the Holy Father proposed such a role for conscience in the transformation of society. In reviewing the reasons for the collapse of Marxism throughout Eastern Europe, Centesimus Annus asserted that “the fundamental error of socialism is anthropological in nature,” since socialism rejected “the concept of the person as the autonomous subject of moral decision.”29 Centesimus Annus made clear that the encounter between Christianity and any political order must be focused within the conscience of each person. The encyclical asserts that the mission of the Church in confronting such a culture is “to increase the sensitivity of consciences.”30

			In his examination of the relationship between conscience and the Magisterium, Cardinal Ratzinger recalled the work of another great English witness to conscience—Cardinal John Henry Newman.31

			Newman’s conversion to Catholicism cost him dearly and came about as a need to obey the truth in his conscience. In a letter to the Duke of Norfolk, Newman wrote, “If I am obliged to bring religion into after-dinner toasts . . . I shall drink—to the Pope, if you please—still, to Conscience first, and to the Pope afterward.”32

			In explaining this statement, Ratzinger noted that Newman was not falling into modernity’s trap of presupposing the opposition of conscience to authority. Rather, Newman had such high regard for truth that conscience, as the “presence of the voice of truth,” takes priority over other claims. In this way, conscience is the “overcoming of mere subjectivity in the encounter of . . . man with the truth from God.”33 The natural law speaks to man in the innermost reaches of his heart. This original memory of the good and the true—what Ratzinger called the “inner ontological tendency”—has been implanted in each of us.34

			It is for this reason, Ratzinger asserted, that Cardinal Newman was right; the toast to conscience must come before the toast to the pope, because “without conscience there would not be a papacy. All power that the papacy has is power of conscience.”35

			The task before us then is not only to re-capture a Catholic understanding of conscience, but to do so in the context of American culture. Conscience is not only a reference point for theological reflection; it is also a principle deeply imbedded in our political founding. In fact, the centrality of conscience was well-regarded by the framers of the U.S. Constitution. In 1802, President Thomas Jefferson called the Establishment and Free Exercise Clauses of the First Amendment the “expression of the supreme will of the nation [on] behalf of the rights of conscience.”

			Jefferson’s view of the government’s obligation to respect the rights of religious believers was articulated two years later in a letter he sent to the Ursuline Sisters of New Orleans. In 1804, the United States purchased the Louisiana Territory from France. The Ursuline Sisters—having recently experienced the anti-clerical excesses of the French Revolution—were fearful of how the predominantly Protestant and Anglo-Saxon nation would treat their school, orphanage, and hospital. The Ursuline superior in New Orleans wrote Jefferson to get his assurance that they would be allowed to continue their charitable work. In a handwritten letter, Jefferson responded that the “principles of the constitution and the government of the United States are a sure guarantee . . . that your institution will be permitted to govern itself according to its own voluntary rules, without interference from the civil authority.” Jefferson closed the letter with these touching words: “Be assured . . . [of] all the protection which my office can give . . . I salute you, holy sisters, with friendship and respect. Thomas Jefferson.”36

			Secular versus Religious Consciences

			Given today’s political environment, it is hard to imagine the president writing a letter of this kind to a religious hospital, giving his assurance that they could govern themselves “without interference from the civil authority.” In fact, as one contemporary observer has noted, “It is simply incomprehensible to many people in positions of power . . . that the same [Catholic] vision that inspires widely respected compassionate care would also compel closure or sale of a facility to avoid complicity in providing abortions.”37

			We have all heard quite a bit about the dictatorship of relativism. Perhaps it is time that we also discuss the despotism of tolerance.

			In a previous era, Jacques Maritain observed that Christians had advanced toward a more just and humane society through what he termed the “evangelical inspiration” of the secular conscience.38 Yet today, the effect of pervasive secularization has accomplished the reverse—the secularization of the Christian conscience. Or perhaps more precisely, secularism prevents the adequate formation of the Christian conscience. It prevents the formation of the type of conscience needed to evangelize society as Maritain envisioned.

			We must ask ourselves: What does it mean to form a Catholic conscience disposed toward conforming one’s life to the imitation of Christ? And we must also ask: Why are so many Catholics and Catholic institutions so unwilling to preserve a genuinely Catholic conscience in the face of countervailing pressure?

			The task of conscience formation was historically accomplished through a combination of institutions such as the family, parishes, and Catholic schools and universities. And it has become obvious that in many ways these structures are no longer accomplishing this mission.

			I would suggest that a turning point in the secularization of the Catholic conscience occurred in the summer of 1964, when members of the Kennedy family and their political advisors invited a group of theologians to Hyannis Port to discuss a political stance that would justify the legalization of abortion.39 That November, Senator Edward Kennedy would run for re-election in Massachusetts and Robert Kennedy would seek the Senate seat in New York.

			One of the priests involved, then-Jesuit Father Albert Jonsen, has written a detailed account of the gathering.40 According to Jonsen, the group included Father Robert Drinan, S.J., the Dean of the Boston College Law School; Father Charles Curran; and Jesuit theologians Father Josef Fuchs, S.J., Father Giles Milhaven, S.J., and Father Richard McCormick, S.J. Milhaven later recalled that the group worked for a day and a half at a nearby hotel. They arrived at a consensus that Catholic politicians “might tolerate legislation that would permit abortion . . . if political efforts to repress [it] . . . led to greater perils for social peace and order.” In the end, according to Milhaven, the theologians “all concurred on certain basics . . . that a Catholic politician could in good conscience vote in favor of abortion.”41
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