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PRAISE FOR DEFENDING THE FREE MARKET


“I’ve been eagerly anticipating such a book from Father Sirico for a long time. The man has delivered magnificently. Defending the Free Market does more than the title suggests. It celebrates the miracle of freedom and points a lost generation back to the free and virtuous society.”


—Lawrence Kudlow, 
anchor of CNBC’s The Kudlow Report

 



“Father Robert Sirico is a voice who must be heard. Defending the Free Market provides a solidly Christian perspective on capitalism and free markets—and makes the compelling case that we cannot possibly understand economics and how markets function without understanding the true nature of man.”


—Chuck Colson, 
founder of Prison Fellowship® and 
the Colson Center for Christian Worldview


 




“Defending the Free Market addresses the morality of entrepreneurship from the point of view of a sophisticated economist who is also an inspiring theologian, leading us on a journey to the free and virtuous society, animated by human creativity in the image of the Creator.”


—George Gilder, 
author of Wealth and Poverty

 



“As Father Sirico so rightly points out, no other system in history has lifted more people out of abject poverty than capitalism, but capitalism without a moral compass leads to a system and a society lost in the wilderness. Defending the Free Market reminds us of the moral responsibility of freedom and provides the perspective to see beyond our immediate goals and desires into the type of future we envision for our children and our nation.”


—Dave Van Andel, 
chairman and CEO of the Van Andel Institute


 



“If you think ‘something in our world is distracted, disordered, out of joint,’ read Father Robert Sirico’s new book. It is well worth the journey.”


—William E. LaMothe, 
retired chairman and CEO of Kellogg Company 


 



“Refreshing, uplifting, and encouraging, Father Robert Sirico understands how human beings can succeed in life, both economically and spiritually, and offers clear answers to the arguments against people’s ability to take destiny into their own hands. Defending the Free Market is required reading for the current and next generation of leaders.”


—Dr. Juan Jose Daboub, 
former managing director of the World Bank


 



“Father Robert Sirico is an evangelist for freedom. For more than twenty years he has persuasively explained the value of economic freedom in helping the poor become productive, creative, and virtuous. And he has expanded the free exchange of economic ideas in theological circles, demonstrating that the Christian tradition and economic ideas can enrich each other. This book advances that important argument.”


—Father Raymond J. de Souza, 
columnist for Canada’s National Post

 



“My brother, Father Robert, says what he means and means what he says. This is a wonderful book!”


—Tony Sirico, 
film and television actor who played Paulie Gualtieri on The Sopranos

 



“Father Sirico’s Acton Institute has helped change the way peoples around the world think of liberty. And the opening passages in his new book grab your attention and don’t let go. The rest of the book keeps the promise made in the beginning. His explanations for key terms are unusually clear. The central word in his text is ‘UNLESS . . .’”


—Michael Novak, 
former U.S. ambassador to the U.N. Human Rights Commission


 



“Every American concerned about our economy and the erosion of individual liberty should read Father Sirico’s insightful and well-reasoned book. As he makes crystal clear, our prosperity will continue to be provided not by government but through the proven power of the economic and personal freedoms we enjoy within American free enterprise.”


—Rich DeVos, 
co-founder of Amway and chairman of the Orlando Magic
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INTRODUCTION

The End of Freedom?


Have you ever seen a photograph of the earth at night? Lights are scattered across the globe, wherever human beings live and work and prosper. But there is a strange blank shape at the top of the Korean peninsula, all the more remarkable because the lower half of the peninsula, South Korea, is a blaze of luminosity. The dark patch above it is socialist North Korea, where the people live in such desperate poverty that their country is dark at night. The one tiny point of light is Pyongyang, where party elites enjoy the fruits of the miserable labor of the North Korean people, who are essentially slaves. Otherwise, North Korea is simply dark.

The illuminated lower half of the peninsula offers us a vision of what the world looks like with freedom—the freedom to create, prosper, and, as is so obvious, even to illuminate. But you also have in that photograph an image of what the world might look like were the torch of human liberty to sputter out, casting civilization into darkness.

Surely, some will say, the possibility is only alarmist rhetoric. Surely things will go on as they ever have. Has it not been always thus?

In response to that question I would merely point to human history. The lesson is plain. Civilizations fail. The reason they fail is also plain. When civilizational virtues are eroded from within, people lose the capacity to defend the good things those habits enabled previous generations to achieve. Think of ancient Greece; or the Roman Empire; or Germany in the 1930s. There are many other examples.

We need to look around us. Aside from the two world wars, the current global debt level is unprecedented.1 When one generation borrows more than the next generation can ever expect to repay, a society eventually reaches a tipping point.

And consider the demographic winter that is rapidly descending on Europe. Have Europeans lost hope and are therefore losing the desire to have children? Or has raising children simply become too much of a bother for a culture increasingly interested in the pleasures of the moment? In either case, the consequences are heavy. All the talk of a pension plan crisis in Europe masks what is really a moral crisis: Europe is growing sterile, and the bonds that link one generation to the next have been weakened by a nanny state that has taken over many tasks previously filled by parents caring for their children and children caring for their aging parents. The result is an aging population who, in many cases, are alienated from their children. In such a context, who will willingly produce the multitude of goods and services the European elderly will require to enjoy the many idle years they hope for? All of the financial sleight of hand in the world will not remove the problem of fewer and fewer workers being asked to produce goods and services for a growing number of retirees—whom the workers may have little personal connection with or affection for.

Even within the United States, there is an evident tendency in the same direction. Our birthrate has dropped to just over the replacement rate, with a growing number of young men and women opting to relax and enjoy the fruits of our prosperity rather than raise a new generation to carry it on.

At the same time, the penchant for hedonism over hard-achieved excellence leaves many young Americans from middle class families  vulnerable to simply being outcompeted by the more industrious in an increasingly global labor market.

Then, too, consider the breakdown of trust, integrity, and responsible freedom that contributed mightily to the continuing financial crisis, which began in 2008.

All of these trends have one thing in common—a selfish failure to look beyond our own lives. The attitude is perfectly summed up in the words of the economist whose misguided theories have done so much to steer many nations into bankruptcy. John Maynard Keynes said, “In the long run we are all dead.” In that single sentence he captured everything that was missing from his economic worldview and much of what’s wrong with America and the world today.

Too many of us have lost hope. We may expect to have fun tomorrow or over the upcoming weekend. But a more richly imagined hope—one whereby we project and pledge ourselves to a future characterized by human flourishing for ourselves and future generations, for our communities and the nation—this, I suggest, has been eroded over the past fifty years and replaced with a vision of ourselves as without a destiny and calling, without a worthy purpose.

The problem isn’t just a numbers game, and it can’t be solved by simply tweaking this or that budget line, or wringing a little waste out of the system here or there. What threatens to bring freedom to an end is that we have forgotten the end of freedom, in the other sense—its aim or purpose.

The confusion is all around us. Liberty is confused with license, cronyism with capitalism, mere schooling with education, Social Security with genuine intergenerational solidarity, and real social responsibility with taking money from one group and giving it to another—and never mind the cultural devastation wrought upon the recipients by this Orwellian form of “welfare.” We have come to believe that the government bureaucrat is a Good Samaritan.

All too many confuse a market economy with consumerism, seeing a buy-buy-buy mentality as the outcome and goal of economic liberty. But consumerism is the muddled idea that only in having more can we be more. Rather than the Cartesian formulation, “cogito ergo sum” (“I think  therefore I am”), some have come to believe that shopping is the proof of existence: “consumo ergo sum.” Consumerism is wrong not because material things are wrong. Consumerism is wrong because it worships what is beneath us.

Far from a synonym for capitalism, consumerism makes capitalism impossible over the long term, since it makes capital formation all but impossible. A consumer culture isn’t a saving culture, isn’t a thrift culture. It’s too fixated on buying the next toy to ever delay gratification, to ever save and invest for the future. The point is elementary: you can’t have sustainable capitalism without capital; you can’t have capital without savings; and you can’t save if you’re running around spending everything you’ve just earned. But the confusion has grown so deep that many people today do not have the ears to hear it. Indeed, the policies of our nation’s central bank seem to reinforce this habit by driving down interest rates to near zero and thereby denying people a material reward—in the form of interest on their banked savings—for foregoing consumption.

Can it be mere coincidence that we are beset by decline just as the Judeo-Christian worldview has retreated from the public square? We are suffering a crisis of confidence whereby no one can judge any idea, person or culture without in turn being judged an absolutist or hatemonger. The idea seems to be that all worldviews can come together on the allegedly neutral ground of secular relativism and “all just get along.” The loudest proponents of tolerance have become the most intolerant, and they don’t even seem to notice the contradiction. Meanwhile, many of the rest of us seem to have forgotten that secular relativists have a worldview of their own. We’ve appointed them—who are really our fellow contestants—referees in the cultural contest of ideas, and then we sit and wonder why our country appears to have lost the animating moral logic that once sustained it.

When the Judeo-Christian worldview is replaced by a vaguely formed and only partially acknowledged philosophical materialism, then all that matters is what we can get for ourselves today. What is lost is a sense of history as a meaningful and linear thing, as something moving toward a great consummation. When a person loses that, when a whole people loses  that, when the institutions that serve to organize and govern a people lose that, the loss is severe and reverberating.

When freedom is divorced from faith, both freedom and faith suffer. Freedom becomes rudderless, because truth gives freedom its direction. The most adept political player with the flashiest new policy or program can lead the people around by the nose. Freedom without a moral orientation has no guiding star. On the other hand, when a people surrenders their freedom to the government—the freedom to make moral, economic, religious, and social choices and then take personal responsibility for the consequences—virtue tends to waste away and faith itself grows cold. Theocracy is the destruction of human freedom in the name of God. Libertinism is the destruction of moral norms in the name of liberty. Neither will do.

The link between economic liberty and public morality is not tenuous; it is clear and direct. Economic liberty exists where private property and the rule of law are respected. Consider the case of modern Russia, a culture of rich and poor with only a small and struggling middle class—because corruption is rampant in its pseudo-market institutions. While a few friends of the government higher-ups make out like gangbusters, the vast majority of the population, including the class of poor but aspiring entrepreneurs, often finds itself facing an unscalable wall of insider cronyism.

Or to take the flip side of this pattern, history shows that societies with a consistent respect for the sanctity of private property and other economic rights also tend to have relatively intact cultures, along with rising standards of living not just for the wealthy but also for the middle class and the poor.

One word of warning: as soon as we begin talking about rights, we have to be very clear what we mean, since a lot of mischief against human freedom has been committed in the name of so-called “rights.” The moral defense of liberty requires that we make distinctions between rights and privileges, between society and government, between community and the collective. Rights, society, and community are all part of the natural order of liberty. Privileges, government, and the collective are not entirely separate, but they are essentially different in that they rest on coercion.

A moral argument for economic liberty should not shrink from its own logical implications, however politically unfashionable they may be. The imperative against theft and in favor of the security of private property also implies caution about taxes above the minimum necessary for the rule of law and the common good. The freedom of contract must include the freedom not to contract.

It is sometimes said that no one dreams of capitalism—admittedly a narrow and problematic word. This must change. Rightly understood, capitalism is the economic component of the natural order of liberty. Capitalism offers wide ownership of property, fair and equal rules for all, strict adherence to the rules of ownership, opportunities for charity, and the wise use of resources. Everywhere it has really been tried, it has meant creativity, growth, abundance and, most of all, the economic application of the principle that every human being has dignity and should have that dignity respected.

And please don’t tell me the free market is a myth simply because it has never existed in a pure form anywhere. Tell that to my grandfather. He came over to America with $35 in his pocket, yet almost all of his thirteen children went on to become middle class. Capitalism, rightly understood and pursued, has lifted untold millions out of abject poverty and allowed them to use skills and talents they would never have discovered, and to build opportunities their grandparents never dreamed were possible. The free economy is a dream worthy of our spiritual imaginations.

The good news is that the road to decline is not inevitable. Renewal is possible. A fatalist vision is not merely unsatisfying; it is unreal. We face a crisis that runs deep, but the outcome of the crisis is by no means determined. My message is not that of the placard-carrying street evangelist: “The end is upon us.” My message in the pages to follow is rather that the end of freedom and human flourishing in America is approaching... unless. In that word unless is hope—enough hope, I think, to inspire us and carry us to a new renaissance, a renewal of the moral foundation of the free economy.

In 1990 Kris Mauren and I created an institution dedicated to defending and promoting the free and virtuous society because we believed in  that “unless.” The Acton Institute for the Study of Religion and Liberty is committed to recovering certain perennial truths about political, economic, and religious freedom. Those perennial truths include some heady insights but also some down-to-earth, commonsense notions like not killing the goose that lays the golden egg; not binding down your most creative talent in a regulatory spider’s web; and not teaching your citizens that they can all live at someone else’s expense.

I have been saying these things long enough to know that some people will be delighted to “finally hear that from a preacher,” while others will be shocked to hear it coming out of the mouth of a Catholic priest—and from a man who ran with Jane Fonda and Tom Hayden and the whole New Left Coast crowd of the early 1970s, no less. But they shouldn’t be surprised. I grew up. And when I returned to my faith and went to seminary, I also recovered a deep understanding of the true end—the real purpose—of human freedom. In recovering that understanding I also rediscovered the wellspring of human liberty, and began to see the way forward.

But I’m running ahead of my story. It begins in homey surroundings, a pair of small facing apartments above the Lionel train store on Coney Island Avenue in Brooklyn, New York, where a five-year-old Italian kid was about to have an encounter with an elderly Jewish woman—a refugee, they called her—an encounter that would shape the course of his life, leaving him with an unquenchable desire to understand and promote human dignity.





CHAPTER 1

A Leftist Undone


I suppose the fact that I spent time on the left of the political spectrum isn’t the surprising thing. I mean, I’m a New Yorker; I’m a child of the’60s; I went to seminary in the early 1980s, when a baptized form of Marxism was next to godliness. When you take all of that into account, my sojourn on the left has about it almost the inevitability of Marxist dialectic. What most people find surprising isn’t that I was once a card-carrying lefty but that, despite my background, I somehow ended up as a passionate defender of the free economy, of liberty and limited government, of a traditional understanding of culture and morality, of all of those things that America’s Founders held dear and that our country is now in danger of losing.

If I had to pick one memory from my childhood that might explain my passion for human freedom—both as a young man who believed that freedom was to be found in socialism, and later as a defender of limited government—it would be an experience from when I was a kid, one that remains imprinted indelibly on my memory more than half a century later.

She was a German immigrant. I was the grandson of Italian immigrants. I was about five. She was probably seventy-five. The setting of our little drama was a pair of facing apartments above the Lionel train store on Brooklyn’s Coney Island Avenue—a neighborhood, I should add, miles from the Coney Island, the famed amusement park and beach that boasted then and still today the legendary wooden roller coaster, The Cyclone.

I say it wasn’t the Coney Island, but all the same, what a place to grow up! All I had to do was walk out my front door and I was in the middle of a vibrant multi-ethnic experiment. Across the street was my Chinese friend, whose family, stereotypically enough, ran the neighborhood laundry. The luscious scent of starch mixed with steam greeted me when I would pop in to see if he could come out to play—his mother and grandmother ironing shirts to utter crispness as I waited for him.

If you turned left from our front door, you passed a hardware shop run by a thick-accented, tall, lanky Polish plumber and his family, who kept the pipes in that neighborhood flowing freely. If you turned right and walked to the corner of Coney Island and Avenue K, you came to a kosher pizza parlor. Where else besides Brooklyn or Tel Aviv would you find a kosher pizza parlor? It was all very exhilarating, and a little disorienting. For the longest time I didn’t know the difference between Italians and Jews, other than that our kitchens smelled different.

Our closest neighbors were refugees, and when I say close, I mean very close.

Our apartment was one flight up from the street and it was a tiny one. The two front bedrooms overlooked the street with all its noise, bustle, and racket. One bedroom, where my two older brothers slept, was the size of a broom closet. My parents’ bedroom had no door—the concept of privacy being, I have come to believe, a relatively recent invention, or at least one more thing that begins as a luxury but eventually graduates to become a “necessity of life” and thus a right. Instead of a door there was just an arch to separate the bedroom from the small living room decorated with floral-patterned wallpaper. Their bed was close to my crib—later a cot—which needed to be moved any time somebody wanted to get in the closet (one of two in the whole apartment). My sister, the eldest of the four children, slept on the couch in the living room.

This little apartment was mirrored by an identical apartment across an air shaft that also served as a roof access. One entered the apartment directly into the living room. A pivot to the left and there was the kitchen; a pivot to the right, and there was my parents’ bedroom. Looking straight ahead, the window opened onto the air shaft and a roof level with our floor. There was, of course, no pastoral scene to be enjoyed, just the apartment across the way. If we wanted to borrow something from the neighbors, there was no picket fence to lean over—just slip out of our window and two steps would have you in front of theirs. And in that apartment, from which my mother would borrow milk or sugar from time to time, lived Mr. and Mrs. Schneider (I have altered some of the names in the biographical portions of this book for the privacy of those concerned).

I spoke to Mrs. Schneider on occasion, but I remember one particular day as if it were yesterday—I think because on that day one of those critical seeds was embedded deep into me. Much of what animates me now goes back to the encounter that bright spring day. I was at our kitchen window, peering into the Schneiders’ kitchen window. Mrs. Schneider was standing there, wearing an apron. She was baking cookies—a particular and most delicious kind of Eastern European pastry known as rugelach. Today, you can buy a one-pound tin of rugelach online for $20 plus shipping, but back then there was just Mrs. Schneider, illuminated by the spring sun in a flowered dress and short sleeves rolling out the dough, putting in the walnuts doused in cinnamon and sugar, mixing all these together, rolling them up into tight crescents, placing them on a cookie sheet, and sliding them into her pale green Wedgewood oven. The process was rhythmic, almost hypnotic.

I was mesmerized by the sight, and soon enough a rich, intoxicating smell came wafting across to our kitchen. I couldn’t have been more than five or six years old because my entire perspective of this memory was of leaning over a window sill that was relatively low to the ground. Mrs. Schneider had not once looked in my direction. She just kept putting one tray into the hot oven and pulling another tray out, in and out, rolling the dough in a rocking motion, until the moment the last tray was pulled. It was at that moment that Mrs. Schneider looked up, directly into my eyes,  and with a slight smile said, “You’ll come, I’ll give you to eat,” beckoning with her hand waving downward.

I scampered over the window sill and went over to her, holding up my greedy little hands, over which she placed a napkin and filled it with the rugelach—warm, flavorful, aromatic.

As she did so, I noticed that running up and down her forearm was a series of blue-tattooed numbers. I hadn’t a clue what in the world that meant, but to be quite honest, I was more preoccupied with the goodies. And so I took my treasures and I went back into my kitchen. My mother came in and I told her that Mrs. Schneider had given me some treats. She seemed tired (and had a right to be: two jobs and no washing machine—which meant having to scrub the clothes on a wood and aluminum washboard in the bathtub). “That’s great,” she said. And I asked, “Mom . . . why, why does she have blue numbers on her arm?”

That was the day that I had my first lesson in moral philosophy.

We sat at the kitchen table, a white enameled piece with a red border chipped in places. Her weariness faded as she asked, “You know when you watch the cowboy shows, the Westerns?” “Yes,” I replied. She said, “You know how the cowboys will lasso a calf and turn it upside down?” I said, “Yeah.” She said, “What do they do then?” I said, “They put a brand on the back of the calf.” She said, “Why do they do that?” And I said, “Because then everybody knows that that cow is owned by that cowboy.”

She said, “That’s right. Mr. and Mrs. Schneider came from a place where people treated them like animals. They thought they owned them. And what you saw on her arm was like a brand, and that’s why you always have to be nice to Mr. and Mrs. Schneider because they saw their whole family killed. And they came here to our country for refuge. They’re refugees and they came here to be safe.”

That’s when I first learned what the word “refugee” meant. I’d always thought the word just referred to another nationality. I would hear (and not always in politically correct language) that some Poles moved into the neighborhood, or that some Germans moved into the neighborhood, or that some French people moved into the neighborhood, or some refugees moved into the neighborhood. It was only now, sitting across the  table from my mother, that I understood—refuge meant a place you come for safety.

My mother knew no formal philosophy, she never even graduated from high school; but there were some foundational truths she knew about anthropology and the intrinsic nature of human dignity, and she communicated to her five-year-old something perennially true: human beings must not be treated like animals. The worldview my mother was communicating to me was not about something people did (though there are plenty of things to be done) but about who people are, about something we possess in our very nature, by virtue of our mere existence, that says we cannot be treated as less than human. There is something unique, unrepeatable, and transcendent about human beings, and that something demands that their right to liberty be respected.




Left Turn 

What I grasped less clearly, if at all, at the time was that this idea—this assumption so ingrained in the cultures and imagination of the West—was slipping out of our grasp, as the experience of Mrs. Schneider and her family showed. The slippage doesn’t always begin with a group of opinion leaders sitting down to vote on a new anthropology—a novel understanding of man. And a new and debased anthropology doesn’t always flare up into a world war or a holocaust. In the Germany of the ’30s and ’40s, the slippage in people’s understanding of the dignity of man was seismic and cataclysmic. In the United States of recent years, it has been more subtle and gradual, a slow erosion of the foundation of our understanding of the human person.

An experience I had with a local parish priest when I was about ten or eleven years old comes to mind. I went to see him to ask some basic questions about our religion, questions that came to my mind as the result of a conversation I’d had with a non-Catholic classmate.

I can see now that the priest was about as disoriented as I was. This was in the midst of the Second Vatican Council; everything seemed up for grabs. The idea that religion should be, well, less religious (thanks in large part to Harvard theologian Harvey Cox’s book, The Secular City),  had already made the rounds in the parish rectory, so when that inquisitive pre-teen asked his priest how the Church could justify its position on—I don’t even remember the question, but I do remember the answer—the priest just said, “Look, you don’t want to be a religious fanatic. Instead of worrying about dogma, why don’t you just read Huckleberry Finn?” That reply struck me—then, as it still does now—as shocking evidence of disregard for my search for spiritual meaning.

The young priest had directed me to Mark Twain. I went instead to the Brooklyn Yellow Pages and began calling and writing every Bible Chapel, spiritualist center, Kingdom Hall, and Christian Science Reading Room I could locate, asking for literature on their beliefs. Eventually I met some charismatics intent on witnessing their faith on the streets. They invited me to join a group of young people who walked the neighborhoods of New York vibrantly singing gospel songs. I experienced a sense of belonging with these folks, whose joy was palpable.

Had I stuck with them I might have made a career in gospel music because they would eventually become internationally known as the Brooklyn Tabernacle Choir. But I took another path. I left the Brooklyn of my childhood and moved to the West Coast where I continued my spiritual journey among what one might call experimental evangelicals—first in Seattle among the Jesus People.

But it wasn’t long before I was less a wandering truth seeker than a prodigal son, a lost boy violating one taboo after another. The first—I stopped attending Mass. Within the next few years I would break many more. What I most needed, what would have most calmed the turbulence in the soul of that newly minted teenager, was not rebellion but reconciliation. But I didn’t realize that at the time. Like so many people around me, I thought that breaking taboos was an emancipating experience, a necessary step on the path to self-discovery. I experienced liberty as license, thinking that the landscape could somehow be improved without a frame around it.

Unanchored from the traditions and friendships that had given my life some modicum of meaning and purpose, I found myself among new associates—comrades with whom I could speak freely about matters that until then I would have mentioned only in hushed tones in a dark  confessional. These were the years of Woodstock and Stonewall, of the Beatles and Janis Joplin, a period that saw revolutions to overturn every standard in religion, the arts, fashion, architecture, literature, and sexuality. Sometimes it seemed like there was a new revolution every week. Everywhere I looked, some tradition was being bashed and the “new” and “relevant” uncritically embraced.

It was during this tumultuous period in my life, with the world so radically changing around me, that I turned to politics in an attempt to make sense of myself and my purpose on planet earth.

In those days, if there was a sit-in, I was sitting in it. If there was a demonstration, I was carrying a sign. I read Marx and found him boring. I listened to chic leftist intellectual Herbert Marcuse give a lecture and found it clear as linoleum. But the sense of change—that young people could do something that would count for the coming generations, that people could live free of the dominance of others—these were invigorating ideas.

I came to know Jane Fonda and her then husband Tom Hayden as I campaigned for Hayden in the 1976 California Democratic primary against incumbent U.S. Senator John Tunney. One particularly memorable interaction I had with Jane was at KPFK Radio in Los Angeles (the flagship station of the California left, the same place where the Symbionese Liberation Army had deposited its Patty Hearst tape) right around the time that Saigon tragically fell to the forces of North Vietnamese Communism. In the Hayden campaign I organized fundraisers and actively registered voters, and on one particular evening, I was standing with Jane in the rear parking lot of the Gay Community Services Center on Highland Boulevard after we had had a voters’ registration drive there. As we were parting, I slipped a joint of marijuana into her hand. She was grateful.

“Thanks, Bob,” (I was a Bob in those days) “Tom doesn’t let me keep it in the house during the campaign.”

“A fine feminist you are,” I replied, as we hugged and parted.

After that our paths continued to cross from time to time as I became active in a panoply of radical causes that Fonda and Hayden also supported: I campaigned for women’s rights, for gay rights, for the farm workers’ boycott of Gallo wine—I could go on and on.

It’s not an exaggeration to say that I had the feeling I was deep inside a revolution. When my old comrades from those days hear about me now, the eyebrows go up. When I tell them that not only did I find my way out of the “New Left” of ’70s L.A., but that in learning to love liberty and limited government I also found my way back to my Christian faith—well, for my old friends on the left, it’s just too much. When they discover that this post-Vatican II Catholic priest is the president of an international think tank dedicated to promoting a society rooted in unchanging moral truths about good and evil, to championing the free economy, private property, and the rule of law as the great safeguards of the poor—well, if they’re still like my old activist friends from my days in L.A., they shake their heads in bewilderment.

What was the moment that I began my journey away from the left?

One hot summer afternoon a little band of my friends and I spent a good part of the day in several different protest demonstrations before we ended up back at my Hollywood apartment. Sitting around the living room, we recounted the events of the day and—idealistic as we were—expressed our dreams about what the world would look like “when the revolution comes.” Everyone would be equal. There would be no more classism, homophobia, and sexism. And it was in that relaxed and trusting atmosphere that I said something to the effect that “Yes, and when the revolution comes we’ll all be able to shop at Gucci.”

There was silence. The smoke stood still in the air. (I prefer not to say what kind of smoke it was.)

My good friend Ann (I used to call her my Lesbyterian Trotskyite) was sitting on the floor next to me. She leaned over and put her head on my shoulder.

“Gucci?”

“Yes,” I replied. “It’s a metaphor for the kind of society we are seeking to build, where everyone will have access to quality goods and services.”

“Gucci?” she asked again, looking around the room at the other comrades. “I don’t think you’re really a socialist.”

She seemed to know before I did.

Not long after that I made the mistake that would prove fatal to my leftist ideology. I didn’t realize it, but it began when I visited the apartment  of an activist friend of mine, who introduced me to a new resident of his apartment complex. They walked me to my car, which was coincidentally parked directly behind the car of the new neighbor. I immediately noticed some bumper stickers on his car that were very politically incorrect (we used the phrase unironically in those days). An argument ensued, wherein I pontificated about the need for the redistribution of wealth, or some such thing. The fierce debate only subsided when the neighbor fixed me with a stare and observed, “You are delightfully dumb, Sirico. I am going to undertake the task of educating you.”

To engage an intelligent and informed conservative in a conversation stretching over not an elevator ride or a meal but many weeks and months was a new and eye-opening experience. My newfound friend supplied me with a little library of liberty. (Some of those titles are listed at the end of each chapter.) Gradually, over the next six months, the ideas from those texts caused something inside me to shift. They set off an intellectual avalanche. Slowly at first but then more and more rapidly, a voracious hunger to learn more—not merely about economics and politics, but about the fundamental truths of human existence—overwhelmed my shallow leftism.

I had long been interested in exploring deep questions, but I had gone about it in a haphazard fashion. Now I began to approach these matters in a logical sequence as one question led to another, and then to another and another. A comprehensive, coherent, and integrated vision began to emerge, like a picture from scattered puzzle pieces on a table.

The first things I read at my new friend’s behest were on the question of rights. I had spoken passionately for the rights of various minorities, but gradually I came to understand the real meaning of “rights” for the first time. I began to see that it makes no sense to speak of collective rights if one does not understand what the rights of the human person are first. If, for instance, women or farm workers or gays have any rights, it must be because they possess human rights—not female or farm worker or gay rights. Eventually I came to look at the idea of rights from the perspective of the Declaration of Independence—to see that rights are not granted by the State, but that we possess them by the very fact of our existence, and that they are based on our nature, not our social circumstance, class or  group affiliation. Such rights are “unalienable,” because while governments can protect, or obfuscate, or even violate these rights, they are nonetheless inherent in the person by nature. Our rights predate the human institution of government and cannot justly be taken away by institutions or other human beings.

From the basic concept of rights I went on to property rights—an idea that initially struck me as utter heresy. How can one speak of mere material property as having rights, over against the needs of human beings? Finally, through readings and my running debate with my new friend, I realized that property rights are human rights. Putting it simply, if a human being has no right to some things he owns—for example, the land he owns and farms to feed his family—he has no means by which he can provide for himself and hence no meaningful right to live. I was blown over. How could I have missed something so obvious?

I kept reading about economics—supply and demand, the division of labor, economies of scale, and competition. They were all topics I’d heard of before, even phrases I had used. But now I began to understand the concepts for the first time. I gradually realized that these ideas were not an invention by biased intellectuals but rather descriptive terms for features of the world that are intrinsic to human reality itself. Little by little the logic of what I was reading ate away at my leftist assumption that economics was about money and property and production—and not human beings. The kind of economics I was learning—mostly from economists of the “Austrian school,” men such as Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich Hayek—was not an abstract academic discipline that numbed the minds of students with logarithms and equations spewed across the blackboard in the university classroom. It dealt with human choice and action more than mathematics. Along the way I came to understand the utilitarian case for the free market, for human liberty rightly understood, for the necessity of free choice, and for private property. I came to see, for instance, that prices in a free market contain a wealth of information that no centralized planner could possibly possess, and therefore they better promote economic prosperity—which means that millions of real live people on the margins live longer, healthier, and happier lives.

I came to see that competition, as long as it is guided by the rule of law, is a method for improving the quality and price of goods and services. Producers were competing with each other, yes, but it was a competition in serving others in an ever more excellent way. This was not a “dog eat dog” situation but rather a system that incentivized service to others. Competition “plans” the economy for people in a way that is far superior to any centralized “economic planning” dreamt up on the left. The most productive thing the government can do for the economy is not “planning.” It’s enforcement of the rule of law so that there’s a level playing field, and more goods and services are produced.
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