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For Dorian always





     

I invite you to carefully study the social doctrine of the Church

so that its principles may inspire and guide your action in the

world. May the Holy Spirit make you creative in charity,

persevering in your commitments, and brave in your initiatives,

so that you will be able to offer your contribution to the

building up of the civilization of love. The horizon of

love is truly boundless: it is the whole world!

Pope Benedict XVI1
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Introduction




Lieutenant Daniel OCallaghan was one of the heroes who sacrificed his life for freedom on September 11, 2001. His body was identified, in part, by the Knights of Columbus rosary that was found clutched in his hand. Like so many of his colleagues, Lieutenant OCallaghan walked into the World Trade Center Tower on September 11, 2001, and as he did so, he walked into the hearts of a generation of Americans. I never met Danny O, but months after his death, I met and spoke about him with members of his family. I have thought about him often since.

In the days immediately following the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers and the Pentagon, when American flags seemed to be flying everywhere and we could not sing America the Beautiful without tears coming to our eyes, we had a precious moment as a nation to ask how we could move forward in a way that not only kept faith with but built upon the legacy of the men and women who gave their lives on September 11.

Since then, another questionwhat the historian Samuel Huntington calls an issue of identityhas also made its presence felt.1 It echoes remarks made by British prime minister Sir Winston Churchill, when he addressed a joint session of the U.S. Congress within weeks of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. After recounting the story of that attack and the subsequent aggressions against the British, Filipino, and American peoples elsewhere in the Pacificacts that Churchill described as outrageshe went on to ask, What kind of a people do they think we are?2 The atrocities committed on September 11 have caused many Americans to ask Churchills question again: What kind of a people do they think we are? As the wars continue in Afghanistan and Iraq, that question continues to echo with a pressing urgency. Perhaps more important, we should ask, What kind of a people do we think we are? And what kind of a people are we becoming?

These questions have grown ever more pressing in the dawning years of the third millennium. Many of usespecially those who watched the inauguration of President John F. Kennedy and heard him promise that Americans would bear any burden3 in the cause of freedomhad come to believe that our struggle for freedom ended with the dismantling of the Iron Curtain and the collapse of the Soviet Union. In the early 1990s, Francis Fukuyama even proclaimed the end of history because of this triumph of liberal democracy.4 Now we know that the struggle of which Kennedy spoke extends further along the horizon of history than we had thought. Huntington has spoken of the clash of civilizations, pitting Western democracy against the Islamic world. Huntington has also portrayed the threat to the United States as lying in biculturalism at home. In the late twentieth century, he writes, developments occurred that, if continued, could change America into a culturally bifurcated Anglo-Hispanic society with two national languages.5 The danger is all the more alarming, Huntington says, because our national values and liberties are rooted in an Anglo-Protestant culture that is now rapidly becoming the bailiwick of a minority.6

Up to a point, Huntington is right. There is an increasing bicultural rift that has been made more acute by the continuing national debate over immigration. But I would like to suggest that the more fundamental cultural rift is different from what Huntington describes. It is not a division between Anglo and Hispanic, English and Spanish, North and South, Protestant and Catholic. While these cleavages cannot be ignored, they are far less central than another divide that cuts across all these categories and splits society much more deeply, in part because it splits individuals more deeply. It is the division between what Pope John Paul II has called a culture of life and a culture of death.

This terminology may seem too harsh to some, even perhaps counterproductive in terms of a national debate. But John Paul II was serious about its application and used the comparison repeatedly throughout his long pontificate. He used these two polarities not to describe a particular culture but to describe cultural values between which he saw every culture moving. He understood that no culture can remain static, just as no person can remain static. On the one hand is a culture that sees human beings as having an intrinsic value that is given and confirmed by God. On the other hand is a culture that sees human beings as the products of blind, mechanical, and amoral forces, one in which human life has only a kind of quantitative, economic value. Individuals are seen as units of production (or consumption), and those who cannot prove they have value in these termsthe unborn, the elderly, the disabledare increasingly subject to removal by procedures such as abortion and euthanasia. Although these procedures are clothed in a humanitarian guise, we can wonder how humane their consequences will prove to be.

One of the most original cultural documents of the past generation is Art Spiegelmans Pulitzer Prizewinning Maus, in which the author recounts his fathers experiences in the Nazi death camps. Maus is drawn in comic-book form, portraying the Nazis as cats and the Jews as mice. At one point in the story, the Jews in the elder Spiegelmans town in Poland are ordered to assemble in a stadium. Then was a selection, he relates, with people sent either to the left, either to the right [sic]. Old people, families with lots of kids, and people without work cards [were] all going to the left! We understood that this must be very bad. So it was: Those on the bad side never came anymore home.7 Those who had no quantitative value in Hitlers sinister antiutopia were decreed to be unworthy of life.

We should be careful of invidious comparisons between the horrors of the last century and todays culture. Obviously, there are great differences of both kind and degree that must not be overlooked. At the same time, we need to remember that there is always present to every society a sort of cultural temptationjust as there is always present a temptation to every individual human heart. And just as with the individual, we must realize that as a society, we are tempted precisely because at some level we desire something because we think it is good.

The totalitarianism of the twentieth century, both fascist and communist, was based on an explicit repudiation of the Christian tradition that had guided much of our civilization up to that point. One of the most important elements of that tradition has to do with human worth. Fascism and communism valued human beings only insofar as they were useful to the state. Today we still have to ask, is the right to life to be dependent on ones economic utility, or upon being wanted by someone or something? Does each of us have a value that is intrinsic, or is it provisional? Can it be taken away by someone elses fiat?

These concerns may seem too abstract for many people. Yet, as Richard Weaver once wrote, ideas have consequences.8 The issues addressed in this book strike at us every dayin the frantic atmosphere of many workplaces, in the increasing isolation of the family from society and of family members from each other, and in a deep internal confusion in the individual that may well be the cause of so much of the anxiety and depression that we see in todays America. I would go further and say that if you have ever felt you were trapped in a soulless world, or that the world seems to be headed in the wrong direction, that the values you see in society around you are not those that you hold in your inmost heart, this book, this call to active hope, is for you.


This book is intended as part of a discussion or, if you will, a discourse that has been going on in the Catholic Church for more than forty years now. Since the Second Vatican Council of 19621965, the Catholic Church has challenged cultures on a global basis by a set of values inspired by its understanding of each persons true vocation. This challenge has been guided by the late Pope John Paul II, one of the greatest popes of modern times, as well as by his successor, Pope Benedict XVI. Both of these men took part in Vatican II and influenced its outcome. Now, the popes are among the best-known individuals on earth. In light of this great visibility, it is surprising how little known is the vision of these popes. Their trips are widely broadcast but chiefly as historical events or sources of general inspiration; almost never are they discussed for what they really are: the concrete and specific presentation of how we may create what John Paul II called a civilization of love.9

This book is meant to fill this gap and explore the implications of this call to build a civilization of love. This, I believe, is the only approach that offers an authentic solution to the current problems of meaning and purpose in human life. It also holds out the most hope of forestalling a clash of civilizations around the globe as well as a clash among various minorities within the United States. Moreover, it is a call to a new solidarity with the poor and all those in need. And while I believe the building of a civilization of love is the responsibility of every Christian, all Christians must work to realize this vision in such a way that Jews, Muslims, and others are welcome to participate. Building a civilization of love can only proceed on the basis of a commitment to religious freedom, tolerance, and respect for every persons human dignity.

Americans are a profoundly practical people. For all our idealism, we tend to be suspicious of ideas that do not have some application in the day-to-day world. In order to help ground these ideas as fully as possible, at the end of each chapter I have made some simple and practical suggestions for implementing them in our daily lives.

As Supreme Knight of the Knights of Columbus, a fraternal organization with more than 1.7 million members worldwide, I have worked with thousands of Christian men and their families in seeking to build a civilization of love in very practical ways through volunteer service to their communities and churches. The Knights of Columbus was founded in 1882 upon the principles of charity and unitytwo values essential to the work of building a civilization of love. Today, the Knights of Columbus also operates a substantial and highly rated life-insurance company for the benefit of its members and their familiesI have had the opportunity to see how such values can operate successfully in the reality of the business world. These principles are not arbitrary dictates to be blindly followed; they are integral to the healthy functioningand profitabilityof any organization, just as they are to the healthy life of an individual.

The Knights of Columbus has adopted over time as a fraternal greeting among members, Vivat Jesus!, the Latin words for May Jesus live! Simply put, this book is about what those two words mean today for his disciples as they live in and seek to influence their culture. For John Paul II, the reality of Jesusas the one who perfectly radiates the love of Godalive and present in his life carried a responsibility to build a civilization that reflects that same love to every person. Too often, Christians have allowed this responsibility to become blunted by controversies surrounding the legal issues involved in the separation of church and state. Those issues are certainly important, but they are of secondary importance for the Christian who has a responsibility to focus upon a more fundamental issue: the unity of Christ and culture and the implications of that unity upon the actions of his or her daily life.

Lieutenant OCallaghan had a habit of leaving little messages for his wife and children on Post-it notes before he left in the morning to join the firefighters at Ladder Company 4. On many days he would write simply: I love you. As a firefighter, Danny OCallaghan was committed to saving lives. We might say that in their profession he and his colleagues had dedicated their lives to building a culture of life. I believe Danny was also helping to build a civilization of love. Each of us has that same opportunity to build a civilization of love or not. Do we have the courage to make the choice that he did? I believe that millions of us do and that millions of us already have. I hope that this book will, in some small way, bring those of us committed to this effort more closely together.
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The Power of Christ to Transform Culture




Pope John Paul II often spoke of the Christians responsibility living in what he called the new Areopagus of culture.1 The phrase recalls the apostle Pauls preaching to the citizens of Athens in the first centuryone of the first great encounters of Christianity with pagan civilization. Today it is commonplace to speak of a clash of civilizations. Several years ago, it was just as common to speak of culture wars, and some people continue to do so. But such encounters between civilizations or cultural values are nothing new. They have happened over and over again in the course of history, in episodes that are sometimes cataclysmic, sometimes subtle, and almost unnoticed. One such moment is Pauls preaching in Athens as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles.2 By recalling the Areopagus so often in the context of culture, I think John Paul II was suggesting to us that what St. Paul did in Athens remains an important model for every Christian in understanding the promise of Christ to transform culture.

Pauls visit took place probably sometime between A.D. 50 and 58.3 The setting was Athens, the school of Greece.4 The Romans, who had ruled the city for over a hundred years, called it doctae Athenae, learned Athens. For the Romans, Athens held a central place in the evolution of their culture. Here, wrote Cicero, civilization, learning, religionlaws and institutions are supposed to have arisen, and to have been disseminated over the whole earth.5 If Athens was the symbolic center of civilization, the center of activity in Athens was the Areopagus, the hill of Ares.

Today the Areopagus, a rocky outcropping in the center of Athens, is chiefly a tourist site, from which one can photograph the much more famous and imposing Acropolis or the sprawling modern city below. In the first century, however, the Areopagus was the seat of the citys council, the core of its administrative and judicial system. Just as important, it was one of the places in which the Athenians gathered to indulge the restless curiosity for which they were so renowned. All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time in nothing except telling or hearing something new.6

In his discourse, St. Paul would not disappoint the Athenians in their expectation to hear something new. But he begins disarmingly by mentioning an altar he has seen in Athens to an unknown god. Building such an artifact was a strange act of reverence, and Paul hints at the highly ambiguous nature of classical religion by saying that the Athenians must be very religious7a word in the Greek original that could also be translated as very superstitious. For the Greeks, the world was teeming with gods that inhabited the sky, the earth, and, it seemed, each tree and rock and stream. As charming as this may look to us, it had a sinister aspect. Any of these countless gods could be offended, bringing ruin to a city, and it was not always easy to tell which god might have been the culprit. So the Athenians hedged their bets with an altar to an unknown godsome deity that might have been overlooked in the crowd.

But the God of whom Paul speaks is not some minor spirit. He is the one, transcendent God in whom we live, and move, and have our being,8 and he does not dwell in temples or in statues made of silver and gold. Then Paul departs still more radically from the classical pagan mentality. He says that God has resurrected a man whom the world has killed, and it is this man who will judge the world in righteousness at the end of history, when, indeed, all the dead will be raised.

Pauls listeners hardly know what to make of his speech. Although their myths tell of a distant past in which the gods came down to earth and lived and even mated with humans, the Athenians have never heard such a claim made about a man who has lived in recent times. And while they were familiar with a full gamut of beliefs about the afterlife (including heaven, hell, and reincarnation), no one has ever proposed to them that the dead might rise again, or that God might intervene in human history and even bring it to an end. Some laugh at Paul; others put him off, saying, We will hear you again about this.9 Only a few believe. Scholars and theologians have debated whether St. Pauls style of preaching at the Areopagus was effectivewas it a success or a failure? But what I think is more important is what Paul is saying to us about Christianitys mission in regard to culture.

Although the Areopagus hill had extraordinary influence historically in regard to pagan culture, perhaps its greatest influence was its role in myth as the place signifying the dependence of human law upon divine law. This role was recorded in Aeschyluss great Greek tragic play The Eumenides (first produced in 458 B.C.). In his drama, Aeschylus portrays the founding of the council of the Areopagus as the result of a moral contest for the establishment of an entirely new order of community justice. Orestes, who has killed his own mother in retribution for her murdering Agamemnon, her husband and his father, is haunted by the Furies, who cry out for vengeance. The goddess Athena intervenes to supplant the rule of vengeance with the rule of law, thereby transforming the institutions of classical society. At the end of the play, the dark forces of the Furies are transmuted into the Eumenidesthe kindly ones of light. Those listening to Paul proclaim a new Gospel on the site of the Areopagus would no doubt have understood the parallel he was making. They would have seen him as proclaiming a new era in which the darkness of a society that worships before the altar of the unknown god gives way to a new order. The Christ whom God has raised from the dead is the one who will transform their culture and their history.

The Areopagus address is one of only three speeches attributed to Paul in the Acts of the Apostles that are recounted in detail. By preaching at the Areopagus, Paul would have been understood by the early readers of Acts to be carrying the Gospel message to the very heart of classical pagan culture and its fundamental institutions. He was not preaching a message that would easily coexist with the existing pagan gods. Instead, his message proposed a fundamental transformation of that culture.

An important part of that transformation had to do with a new vision regarding human dignity and equality. By asserting that we are Gods offspring,10 Paul raised an additional challenge to existing pagan culture. It is true that, as Acts itself says, Pauls description of the human race as Gods offspring comes from one of the pagan poets (scholars are not sure which one). But if this idea was implicit in the thought of classical antiquity, it was not made explicit in practice.

Although it is sometimes forgotten today, there was another, less pleasant side to Greco-Roman culture. Human dignity and equality were not taken for granted. Indeed, the opposite was true. Slavery and torture were commonplace, and even free citizens rights were often limited and dispensable. The great Russian novelist Boris Pasternak draws a vivid picture of this contrast between the culture of the old and the culture of the unknown God that was to come. The ancients, he writes, had blood and beastliness and cruelty and pockmarked Caligulas who do not suspect how untalented every enslaver is. They had the beautiful dead eternity of bronze monuments and marble columns. It was not until after the coming of Christ that time and man could breathe freely.11


In a way, this speech of Paul to the learned men of Athens marked the beginning of this freedom. Human dignity and equality were no longer to be mere philosophical abstractions or poetic ideals. They were to be living realities, rooted not in the arbitrary customs of men but in our common source in God: In him we live and move and have our being.12

On the other hand, aside from these breaches of human dignity and equality, the classical world at the time of Paul was not a civilization that showed any obvious signs of decay. Rome ruled what was for the vast majority of its citizens the known world, and while Rome held political primacy, it had thoroughly absorbed and disseminated Greek culture and learning. As the old saying has it, conquered Greece conquered Rome, and the two societies had merged into a whole that at that time marked the zenith of cultural, economic, military, and political power.

Today we could see ourselves in a similar position to the classical world of Pauls day. We, too, live in a civilization that can boast unprecedented triumphs in every realm of human endeavor and that seems to be at the height of its glory but that is also suffering from many injustices. We, too, live in a culture that often seems to spend its time in nothing except telling or hearing something new. Yet, the unprecedented electronic flow of information on a global basis has blurred the continuing newness of Pauls message to seek God, in the hope that they might feel after him, and find him.13 Even so, the responsibility of Christians in our own time remains as it was in Paulsto radically transform culture, not by imposing values from above, but through a subtler yet more powerful processliving a vocation of love in the day-today reality of our lives.

If a modern Paul were to choose a contemporary Areopagus, he might settle upon Davos, Switzerland, a city where over a thousand international leaders of politics, business, and intellectual life gather once a year for the World Economic Forum. Davos participants control virtually all the major international institutions, many governments, and much of the worlds economic and military establishment. Several years ago, I had the opportunity to participate in this forum, where I was able to see firsthand the Davos culture, an elite group that shares a set of values that includes internationalism, individualism, market economies, and political democracy.14

What would a contemporary Paul say to a gathering of the World Economic Forum? The participants would probably have little difficulty with the view of human dignity and equality that Paul might advance. But if he spoke of a God in whom we live and move and have our being or the death and resurrection of a man whose very existence marks the pivot point of human destiny, they might grow just as uncomfortable as Pauls original listeners. Some might question what Christianity brings to the discussion of the universal values of equality and human dignity. But for the Christian, this is precisely the point: the understanding that these values are ultimately grounded in the sacrificial love of Jesus Christ profoundly elevates them and at the same time calls out for a truly radical personal response.

In his Message for the World Day of Peace in 2001, John Paul II spoke of the process of globalization, which he recognized as leading to a progressive unification of the economy, culture and society. He then said, For the followers of the different religions are ever more conscious of the fact that a relationship with the one God, the common Father of all, cannot fail to bring about a greater sense of human brotherhood and a more fraternal life together. In Gods revelation in Christ, this principle finds a radical expression: He who does not love does not know God; for God is love.15

For the Christian, the values of equality and human dignity cannot be separated from the commandment to love one another as Christ has loved usthe source from which equality and dignity derive their ultimate support. Toward the end of his message, John Paul II said, The eyes of believers contemplate the image of the Crucified One. Gazing upon the Crucified One we are filled with confidence that forgiveness and reconciliation can become the normal practice of everyday life and of every culture, and thus a real opportunity for building humanitys peace and future.

This language is very different from the discourse at the World Economic Forum. The values of the Davos culture largely coincide with those of current Western civilization, which has been principally responsible for spreading these values worldwide. But what grants legitimacy or meaning to these values? If they serve merely as a kind of convention by which the world has by and large agreed to live, they rest on an extremely shaky footing.

This is particularly true when we consider that the values of this international culture generally represent the views of an elite even within the dominant nations. Moreover, an increasing amount of the tension that we are seeing worldwide has to do with widespread rejection of these values by cultures influenced by Islam. What Muslims often reject in this Western mind-set is not a different religion but the apparent absence of religious values. Samuel P. Huntington writes, In Muslim eyes Western secularity, irreligiosity, and hence immorality are worse evils thanWestern Christianity. In the Cold War the West labeled its opponents godless communism; in the postCold War conflict of civilizations Muslims see their opponents as the godless West.16

The solution is not simply to market our values in a more religious fashion. Instead, we should ask whether we can survive as a civilization without a belief in the God who has created the values underlying our civilization. We are all familiar with the lines from the Declaration of Independence: We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. We frequently forget, however, that these lines explicitly say that all men are created equal and that they are endowed by their Creator with these unalienable Rights. Can our belief in these rights continue to stand without a belief in a God who upholds them or, even more important, whose revelation of love reveals their true meaning?

These issues have long been debated. The philosopher John Locke, whose Letter Concerning Toleration, written in 1689, is one of the earliest and most celebrated affirmations of religious liberty (and whose ideas were a primary inspiration to our Founding Fathers), asserted that promises, covenants, and oaths, which are the bonds of human society, can have no hold upon an atheist. The taking away of God, though but even in thought, dissolves all.17 It would be too extreme, of course, to make these claims about every individual who denies the existence of God, but we can still wonder if a society that does so will be able to hold together.

Speaking to this issue during his visit to Brazil in May 2007, Benedict XVI said, I do not mean that nonbelievers cannot live a lofty and exemplary morality; I am only saying that a society in which God is absent will not find the necessary consensus on moral values or the strength to live according to the model of these values.18 Nonetheless, as Jean-Franois Revel signaled in 1970 with his book Without Marx or Jesus, there are elites in both the United States and Europe who are attempting to build cultures where even their Christian roots are not acknowledged.

If secular society is no longer rooted in a belief in God, in what is it rooted? Secular society is partly rooted in a belief in progress. Many views of progress have been inspired, consciously or unconsciously, by what has been called the Whig view of history. This term (taken from the name of the predecessor to the British Liberal Party) was coined by the British historian Herbert Butterfield. He applied it (critically) to earlier historians such as Thomas Babington Macaulay, who saw history as the steady march of progress. In 1848, praising the improvements in living standards in England, Macaulay wrote:


The street which now affords to the artisan during the whole night, a secure, a convenient, and a brilliantly lighted walk was, a hundred and sixty years ago, so dark after sunset that he would not have been able to see his hand, so ill paved that he would have run constant risk of breaking his neck, and so ill watched that he would have been in imminent danger of being knocked down and plundered of his small earnings. Every bricklayer who falls from a scaffold, every sweeper of a crossing who is run over by a carriage, may now have his wound dressed and his limbs set with a skill such as, a hundred and sixty years ago, all the wealth of a great lordcould not have purchased. Some frightful diseases have been extirpated by science; and some have been banished by police.19



Macaulay goes on to prophesy:


It may well be, in the twentieth century, that the peasant of Dorsetshire may think himself miserably paid with twenty shillings a week;that labouring men may be as little used to dine without meat as they now are to eat rye bread; that sanitary police and medical discoveries may have added several more years to the average length of human life; that numerous comforts and luxuries which are now unknown, or confined to a few, may be within the reach of every diligent and thrifty working man.20



Of course, Macaulays predictions proved correct. Indeed, they have been exceeded. And we can all be grateful for this progress. But we have learned enough since his time to see that his view of history is exceedingly one-sided. For one thing, material progress has its dark side. In his book Values in a Time of Upheaval, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI) writes:


Anyone who looks even at only the last hundred years cannot deny that immense progress has been made







































	Spend one hour walking around the location of your choicea city street, a residential neighborhood, even a malland make a point of looking at the things you see without mentally attaching price tags to them.

	Take a person you know reasonably well and ask yourself what he or she is worth. What comes to your mind when you ask this question? If you find yourself thinking solely in terms of money or property, consider other ways in which you might estimate the value of this person.

	Close your eyes and think of the word civilization. What sorts of images or ideas come to your mind? Take the inquiry back further. What are the principles on which civilization as you conceive it is built?

	Think back on a time or situation in which you did not feel free. Then think of a situation in which you did feel free. What are the circumstances that came to your mind? Were the limitations imposed on you from outside or by you yourself?

	Sometime in the next week, take one action that will help you feel more free. It could involve writing a letter to a legislator, speaking your mind in a situation where you otherwise might have been silent, or even paying a bill that has been weighing on your mind. Note how you feel both before and after.
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