
Civil Rights, the le f t  and Vietnam 
foes. The Cuban missile crisis 
p r & d  uneiv die strength of 
.\niericnn determination in re- 
pelliiig a pl~\~sicnl threat. Both 
pointed to t ~ i i  necessih of polit- 
ic:iI scttlcnient. Tlie test-ban 
trcbat\’ seemcd to indicate tliat 
i i i i I i t k V  tlctcnte \\*tis possible. A 4 ~ ~  

t~ies’e sli;irp l)lo\vs to t ~ i e  ,Aiiicr- 
i c i n  ps!die mnde possible tlic 
“cniotionnl reappearance” of tlic 
:\iiicric;in left i n  \\.orld affairs. 
Coupled \\.it11 tliese cle\.elop- 

IiicAnts \i.ns tlie continuing strug- 
gle for racial justiccs in tlie United 
States, \\.it11 its ine\~itable over- 
toticis around tlie \\.orld. As the 
itntiiecliate tlireiit of ;i \vorld jvar 
seerncd to f,ide, ;\iiiericiins \\‘ere 
frcc to gi\’c* niore of their attcn- 
tion to this long-ncglccted prob- 
Icni. r\mcrican Negroes and their 
allies. energized by Supreme 
Coiirt dccisions, \\’ere not remiss 
iri w i z i n s  tliis opportunih’. hiany 
of tlic lcndcrs of this movement 
\vcre pacifists, \vlio ninde brilliant 
itsc of the strategy of non-\.io- 
Icnce to dramatize the niorali? 
of their cause. 
e 

Tliiis. it seemed that many of 
tlie long-st;inding diagnoses of 
mLijor \vorld problcnis mnde biv 
tlie left 11;id been vindicated. 
I \ h t  would 1ini.e happened liiid 
Prcsideiit Kcnnedy continued to 
Ii1.e is ;i ~n;itter fo; interesting but 
frititless speculntion. The intense 
sliock of his assnssination could 
onl!. introduce a deep strain of 
uncertaint). nnd mistrust into 
American life, even ’ ivitli a 
smooth transition of pon’cr. The 
cscnlation of the war in Vietnam, 
n.Iiich seems to plunge us back 
into ‘1 dark forest from \vhicli \ve 
so recently ivere thought to Iia\,e 
enicrged, lias terrified and embit- 
tered man\. on the left Lvho can- 
not 11e1p but conjure u p  their re- 
turn to the political desert. 

Par:illcling this period in Amer- 

ican life \vas the brief, marvelous 
reign of John S S I I I  and the en- 
tw into tlie promised land of the 
Ciitliolic left. These t\\’o develop- 
nicnts interacted and produced a 
period of femient and cscitement 
i n  .\iiicricnn Catholic life ivhicli 
\\‘;IS iis unique as i t  \vas unfore- 
SC’CII ;ind \diich still continues. It 
is this combination \vhich 1x1s 
produced such men as Father 
l’liilip Berrigm and ~vliicli his 
book, h’o M o w  Sfruiigcrs, reflects. 

( I t  should be ob\*ious here 
tha t  “left” is a loose term of ref- 
crciic‘e. used only to distinguish 
froni “right“ or “center” and cer- 
tiiinl!. lias no connotation o€ 
membership in any organized 
pliticiil niovcmcnt, let alone tlint 
old bugaboo, Coniniunisni. Jt is 
regrettable that it is necessary 
e\xm to make this distinction but 
tlie ciise of Fatlier Berrigiln liim- 
self indicates tlint this is so. Be- 
cause of his stand against the n ~ a r  
in Yictnnm, many complaints 
came to his superiors a t  Epiphany 
.\postolic College a t  Newburgh, 
New York, \vho reacted shame- 
full\. and transferred him to a 
parish in Bnltiniore. This is CL re- 
minder. if one \vas nceded, tliat 
the \vel1 of political discourse in 
this country does not >.et run 
completely free of poison.) 

All of this rather ponderous 
background may seem irrelevant 
and c\-en unfair to Father Berri- 
San. He  lias not IiTittcn a book 
:Iiout politics in the usual sense. 
He Iins not attempted to indicate 
detailed political solutions. \ Y h t  
lie lins Ivrittcn is an esaminntion 
of Christian witness for today. In 
covering this broad subject, he 
treats of such topics as the forma- 
tion of tlie laity, the nature of 
marriage, the ecumenical move- 
ment, the race question and the 
arms race. To all of them he 
brings n passionate intensity. In 
essence, \vhat he has Lvritten is a 
series of ringing moral exhorta- 



tions-a sermon for our times. 
Many of these subjects lie out- 

side the scope of this journal, 
others, some specifkally Catholic, 
lie outside my scope. I t  is Father 
Bemgan’s strong contention that 
they are inextricably intenvoven, 
but the two more public themes 
of racial justice and amis may 
perhaps be lifted out and esam- 
ined by themselves. 

On the subject of race, Father 
Bemgan has good credentials 
and makes an impressive case. 
The case against racism is by 
now one that hardly needs to be 
made. (We all b o w  that racism 
is a sin even if we do not stop 
sinning as a result of that knowl- 
edge.) I t  may be that this is a 
catechism we need constantly to 
repeat and Father Bemgan puts 
us through the paces well. There 
are emphases and details that one 
might question. ( H e  asserts, for 
example, that assimilation has 
constantly broken down on a 
racial bamer, oriental as well as 
Negro. There are indications that 
this is changing for the Oriental 
and the difference in treatment of 
other races might be an instruc- 
tive subject to explore.) 

Father Bemgan, despite his 
real and abiding commitment to 
racial equality, is after bigger 
game than this. It is his convic- 
tion that racial injustice, like the 
other ills he examines, is a symp- 
tom of the failure to live. “If the 
white man must learn any- 
thing, he must learn this: his only 
debt to the Negro is love; a love 
which is inescapable, too long 
unpaid, one which he owes to the 
Negro, but to himself as well.” 

It is through this failure to love 
that domestic racism and foreign 
policy are connected. “It may be- 
come clear that .  . . segregation is 
psychologically creating a climate 
in which our massive reliance on 
nuclear weapons may flourish. It 
may become obvious that we as 
a people are losing more and 
more command of our ONTI mo- 
rality, and that it is being more 
and more dictated to us through 

our refusal to accept others. It 
may become obvious that the 
t ) ~ a m y  we impose upon our own 
citizens, one-tenth of our popula- 
tion, has now threatened to take 
an international form ’ in the 
larger neighborhood of the world. 
I t  may become obvious that hu- 
man injustice is no longer content 
to take specialized forms, but like 
n Hydra contrived a new face for 
every area of the world. . . .” 

This is powerful stuff, and not 
to be ’lightly dismissed. Father 
Bemgan means to dig out the 
root of our problems (in this, he 
would admit to being radca l )  
and thus purge us. It has, how- 
ever, one flaw that may be fatal. 

To subsume all problems un- 
der one moral absolute can be 
thrilling. If it does not thrill, how- 
ever, it does nothing. One prob- 
lem with moral absolutism is that 
“all hearts do not vibrate to that 
one great string,” or at least not 
continuously. One can heartily 
agree w-ith Father Bemgan that 
“a painful and realistic distinction 
must be made behveen pure 
Christianity and what we practice, 
because they are not the same 
thing.” One can only too easily 
see that we do not love enough or 
easily enough or openly enough. 
The question is, what happens 
after the admission? 

There is an assumption among 
moral absolutists that to admit 
that.evi1 elcists is to get rid of it. If 
we admit that we do not love, 
then all that is needed is to shape 
up and start loving. There are no 
intractibks, such as the problem 
of po\ver. Let us “speak truth to 
power with love” and evil will 
crumble before good. 

Ah well, i t  is the ancient argu- 
ment behveen pac&t and non- 
pacifist again. This is where the 
emotional reentry of the left has 
made itself most felt. The com- 
bination of nuclear terror with 
the effectiveness of a non-violent 
strategy in the ci\d rights move- 
ment has produced a pattern of 
plausibility for pacifism that it 
has not enjoyed since the nine- 

teen-thirties. It seems to me a 
false plausibility which overlooks 
tlie fact that all of the support 
enjoyed for policies by pacifists 
(such as the test-ban treaty, the 
Russian-U.S. de‘tentc, etc.), is po- 
litical support, based on a com- 
bination of morality and self-in- 
terest rather than on pure moral- 
itv. \!‘hatever the American peo- 
pie decide about the war in Viet- 
nam \ r i l l  be decided upon the 
basis of opinions about the polit- 
ical correctness of that conflict. 
There is no more indication at 
this point that the pacifist left can 
pull off a holy no-war than that 
the right can pull off a holy war. 
I t  is the strength of consensus 
politics, despite its apparent 
weaknesses, that it can embody 
the pragmatic temper of the peo- 
ple. As Harvey Cox says in The 
ScctrIur City: “He (urban-secular 
man) devotes himself to tackling 
specific problems and is interest- 
ed in what will work to get some- 
thing done. He has little interest 
in what have been termed ’bor- 
derline questions’ or metaphysical 
considerations.” This seems to 
describe the attitude prevalent 
today. Is it an attitude lacking in 
morality or is it a realistic and 
profoundly moral position? 

The downfall of the right in 
recent times has been its intran- 
sigence and its air of superiority. 
Gradually, i t  became apparent 
that its moral absolutes {Commu- 
nism as unfailinglv evil; the 
IVcstem “free world’ as unfail- 
ingly good; neutralism as moral 
cowardice) did not correspond to 
reality and hence did not work. 
The left can e.vend its credit 
even faster if it insists upon moral 
rigidity. I t  has done it before. 
All of this may be unfair to 

Father Bemgan’s book, if not his 
thought. It is, as I have said, 
essentially a sermon. It  raises 
fundamental questions and grap- 
ples with them in a forceful and 
lucid style. But, alas, like many 
sermons it may leave us shaken 
and edified but offer \very little 
help for the day’s labor. 
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