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The Scandal of Culturally Catholic Sinners





	In his lectures of 1850, John Henry Newman spoke on Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching.  In the fourth section of his ninth lecture (of Part 2) Newman speaks on how the religious state of some individuals in Catholic countries should bear no prejudice on the Catholic Church itself.  To exhibit the issue he was addressing, allow me to relay a story another seminarian once told me.


	Once, while my friend was living in the very Catholic country of Italy, he was standing outside together with a couple Italian young men when the Blessed Sacrament passed by in a Eucharistic procession.  His companions and all the people along the street, went down to their knees.  My friend was deeply moved upon witnessing this scene of public devotion.  However, these feelings turned into profound disillusionment later that night when he could overhear one of his previous companions fornicating with a girl in a room close to his.  


	To give another real life example, I have heard of a priest in Chicago who occasionally receives a telephone call informing him to be at a some particular place at a some particular time in the night.  At that late hour a car will drive up to the designated street corner, full of Mafia members.  In the backseat sits the guy they are intending to kill that night.  However, since the Mafia members like the condemned man, they are permit him to say his last confession.  On the other hand, if the marked man had been someone they despised, they would not have contacted a priest, but a prostitute, so that the guy's last act would be one of mortal sin.


	Hearing stories such as this, one asks how these people can express such a religious faith externally and yet be so distant from Christianity's truth in their own lives.  In Newman's day, Anglicans saw similar examples of this disconnection between Catholics religious expressions and personal behavior, leading them to doubt the validity of the entire Catholic religion.  Newman explains that the difference is one of culture.  Instead of disowning their religion, sinners in Catholic societies will persist in their sin in spite of their religion.


	As Newman puts it, "If a man sins grossly in a Protestant country, he is at once exposed to the temptation of unbelief; and he is irritated when he is threatened with judgement to come.  He is threatened, not with what to him is a fact, but with what to him is at best an opinion."  Newman observes that, "Protestants hold that there is a hell, as the conclusion of a syllogism; they prove it from Scripture; it is from first to last a point of controversy, and an opinion, and must not be taken for granted as immutable."  However,  in a deeply Catholic culture, "A bad Catholic does not deny hell, for it is to him an incontestable fact, brought home to him by that supernatural faith, with which he assents to the Divine Word speaking through Holy Church. ... He may indeed despair, and then he blasphemes; but, generally speaking, he will retain hope as well as faith, when he has lost charity."


	This explains what Newman says about the Crusaders of the Holy Wars.  "We know the dissolute character of the medieval knights and of the troubadours; yet, that dissoluteness, which would lead Protestant poets and travellers to scoff at religion, led them, not to deny revealed truth, but to combine it with their own wild and extravagant profession.  The knight swore before Almighty God, His Blessed Mother, and-- the ladies. ... Vice does not involve a neglect of the external duties of religion.  The Crusaders had faith sufficient to bind them to a perilous pilgrimage and warfare; they kept the Friday's abstinence, and planted the tents of their mistresses within the shadow of the pavilion of the glorious St. Louis."   May we never be as these Crusaders whose external worship was lacking in spirit and truth.


