Conference for the Carmelite Triduum, 2010
The Second Vatican Council told us that we must engage the culture we live in. What does that mean, “to engage?” Apparently it means things like listening to what movements, forces and personalities in the culture there are, talking with them, seeing what moves their hearts. One thinks of Pope John Paul II inviting Bob Dylan or Bono to the Vatican for a conversation. But the culture which existed in the time of Vatican II and what we have today, are two different things. In fact, do we even have a culture any more? To answer this we should understand what culture is.

 When a people have a culture, they cherish and preserve and then pass along to their descendants what is most dear to them. This is done not by lectures, but by memorials and feasts, music, dances, rites of passage, unwritten laws of courtship, and games. But above all, it is handed on by worship. You cannot have a culture without a cultus, or a common worship. Without a common belief in the gods, there would have been no Parthenon, no Athens. Without a common belief in God, there is no building of cathedrals, no national holy days, only secular holidays.  
Do Americans possess a culture? We did…the stories which used to be handed down about our country, such as Washington crossing the Delaware, or of his telling the truth about chopping down the cherry tree are not being told universally as they once were. There is no longer a large body of songs being sung by Americans as there one was. This has changed even in my lifetime. Americans – when I was a boy – were still buying large quantities of sheet music, to be able to play those songs on various instruments. And for every man that could read sheet music, there were another ten who played musical instruments that could not read music. We do not make our own music any more as a people. Other people do it for us, from far away. 
Gone too are the block parties, the local ball clubs, and the neighborhood school. Stories were told around the fireplace, the front porch and at the dinner table, but the fire, the table and the front porch conversation are going fast. 

Baseball was our national pastime. But it is disappearing, as is the family. Baseball is still around, but not as it was, when the whole country was involved in it. There was a time when every vacant lot had boys playing baseball in it. Every small town had a baseball team. It has been transformed from an American game into a commodity for sale on television or in little leagues, cordoned off and organized by adults. 
I ask you, which stories are passed on from father to son? Which holy days do we celebrate as a people? Which practical skills are being passed down from mother to daughter? The very things which make a culture possible are almost gone from our country. When the culture of ancient Rome was dying, and almost dead, the emperors made a fateful decision which killed it off even more quickly. “Give them bread and circuses.” I think we have returned to that time. Food, drink, drugs, and mass entertainment have replaced culture.
A toxic childhood has been passed along. The boys aren’t outside playing baseball. They are indoors in front of a television screen with few or no siblings. And what of that other screen, the computer? The computer – it will be argued – helps education. It is an instrument that gives us much knowledge. But to this I say that youth are champion time wasters. Without hovering supervision by an adult, computers bring no real blessing for education. In fact, the more computers we have, we find only one area of knowledge that benefits, and that is the increase of computer skills. In every study that is done on this, the time is wasted with surfing the internet, games, and pornography.
Let me try to state the ugly truth here, plainly, even though there are children listening. Pornography is going main stream. Just look at one pop phenomenon, Lady Gaga. Her mentor is another pop diva called Madonna. But there is a great difference between them. Madonna had one central doctrine to her work, which was the promise of happiness by casting off the restraints of Christian morality. But when those restraints are broken, then monsters appear; monstrous, hideous violations of human dignity. Lady Gaga sees this, so in her concerts and film productions she combines much nudity and violations of the 6th commandment, horror, and makes the Sign of the Cross during the show to add blasphemy. Horror films, photos, images and props litter her productions. It is part of the mainstreaming of pornography. And it goes way beyond the stuff which is on the edge of soft pornography which is now seen at every supermarket checkout stand. 
How mainstream is this evil? The Queen of England asked Lady Gaga to perform at Buckingham palace. How popular is this degradation? Take just one of her videos, an extremely disturbing thing which I won’t name, but which can be found on the internet easily. It has been viewed over 242 million times. Every time this is viewed for pleasure, the one doing the viewing participates in evil. Every journalist who writes approvingly of her work participates in evil. Every parent who allows their children to watch this is participating in evil. Yet there are only about 300 million people in America. So chances are that the majority of the households in this country have had this filth in them.
Pornography has a profound effect on the body and a neurological impact on the brain. Even when someone only fantasizes, he creates a neural pathway in the brain. The more he thinks about an impure thought, the more he reinforces that pathway. Pornography does this, but adds to it the release of endorphins; the naturally produced drugs which make us feel good. So the user of pornography is self medicating – he quickly becomes a drug addict. That is a key reason why it is such a hard vice to break. 

Users of pornography defend it by saying that they don’t imitate what is going on in the films. But they are blind to the subliminal power of the visual. Exposure to violent, impure images makes it very, very hard to know or even to perceive beauty. “Can a man take a fire in his bosom, and his clothes not be burned?” (Proverbs 6.27) The question answers itself. Oh one can be healed of this scourge, but the scars will remain for the rest of one’s mortal life, scars which are deep in the soul. And I’m not talking just about the visual pornography which so attracts men. I speak also of the emotional pornography which so attracts women, such as the “Twilight” series about vampires.  

And those who have fallen into this slavery know that it cannot be used just a little; there is no little use of it. It gets worse and worse unless something is done. Here is how G.K. Chesterton put it, in his fine little book, The Everlasting Man.

There comes an hour in the afternoon, when the child is tired of pretending. When he is weary of being a robber or a Red Indian. It is then that he torments the cat. There comes a time in the routine of an ordered civilization when the man is tired at playing at mythology and pretending that a tree is a maiden or that the moon made love to a man. The effect of this staleness is the same everywhere; it is seen in all drug-taking and dram-drinking and every form of the tendency to increase the dose. Men seek stranger sins or more startling obscenities as stimulants to their jaded sense. They seek after mad oriental religions for the same reason. They try to stab their nerves to life, if it were with the knives of the priests of Baal. They are walking in their sleep, and try to wake themselves up with nightmares.”

We are at that hour in the afternoon. We have been in that hour for some time now. And if anyone tells you that pornography is just a private matter, or just a private sin and no one is harmed except the user, you can tell them this. At a meeting of the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers (matrimonial?), 62% of the 350 attendees said that pornography played a significant role in the divorces they worked on. Pornography is killing marriages. It is killing vocations to the priesthood, and killing vocations to the religious life. 

Why is this? One reason is because for married people pornography impedes intimacy. In order to be intimate, you have to live in truth. Intimacy is, amongst other things, being transparent to someone else. If you are hiding something from them and living a double life, then you are not going to open up and allow someone to really see you. It completely robs someone of the ability to enter into lasting and satisfying relationships. So it is with the novice in the cloister. Being transparent to the novice master or mistress of novices is essential. So it is in the confessional.
When God says something He doesn’t say it because He wants us to live a life without any joy or happiness. He says it because He knows that certain actions have consequences which last so long, and are so far reaching and devastating to the human soul. That’s why He says “Thou shalt not commit adultery.” That’s why He says to keep the procreative power in marriage, because to do otherwise is cause all the hopes of your life to be dashed and utterly ruined. 
So we find ourselves living in a sewer. The stench – for those who can still smell – is all around. But let’s change the subject slightly. Is our time something like what St. Paul and his companions labored in, when they went to Corinth? It was a port city, and already you know there will be trouble. Almost all port cities are like that, whether Shanghai, Marseille, Amsterdam or New Orleans.  Thriving, rich, and big it was…600,000 inhabitants in St. Paul’s time. Fully two thirds of the population of Corinth was in slavery. The divinity worshipped there most was Aphrodite (her Roman name was Venus), the goddess of love, and there was a temple with 1,000 prostitutes available day and night for those who wished to pay homage to that thing called Aphrodite, whom King David rightly called a demon.

“To live like a Corinthian.” That was a common phrase in the ancient world, perhaps referring to – amongst other things – the fact that one out of every two people in ancient Corinth had a venereal disease, from their degraded worship of Venus. Horrible is it not? 

We are living in Corinth…and it will be increasingly difficult as time goes on, since I think we all know that the post-Christian kind of paganism which is growing in strength and numbers will be rougher in many ways than the old paganism. For the old pagans were so out of ignorance. But the new pagans are so out of contempt, and that is a different thing. 
Why did St. Paul go to Corinth anyway? The answer is that during his second missionary journey, he left Thessalonica from the extreme pressure of the Jewish authorities there. He went then to Athens, but his work there seemed to bear little fruit. Mars Hill was a small area up from the Aeropagus, where the Athenians politely laughed and snickered at St. Paul’s ideas. They were rich, cultured, highly educated, physically healthy, beautiful people. They had everything. And they were at the same time perhaps the rockiest soil that St. Paul ever tried to farm. Dejected, after trying to evangelize them, he receives a vision from God about Corinth, and hears the words, “I have many people there.”

I have many people there? In Corinth? That is the mystery of the apostolic life, where we find we must go out into the highways and byways in order to bring men to the banquet table of the Lamb.
I know that there must be some fear among you, about working in or living in Corinth. In our lives we will have contact with degradation. We will know and have contact with many of the victims of this evil and with the willing slaves of evil. But I say that Mars Hill can be even rougher than Corinth. A French missionary priest whom I know once said that the toughest missionary territory in the world is an American or a French suburb. I believe him. Blessed Teresa of Calcutta said the poorest country in the world is the United States. 

But when you do mix with the slaves of Corinth – not that to which they are enslaved – but with them, then I think you will find a surprisingly rich ground for the word of God to take root, a far richer ground than the cultured denizens of Mars Hill. A ground so rich that St. Paul told them, in his first epistle to his beloved Corinthians, “I give thanks to my God always for you, for the grace of God that is given you in Christ Jesus, so that nothing is wanting to you in any grace…”

I officiated at a wedding once, where the bride was Catholic and the groom Episcopalian. The grooms’ parents were in charge of the reception, and they were extremely wealthy. A good portion of the philharmonic was rented for the chamber music, tables set out on the perfectly manicured grass, the meal catered by the most expensive restaurant in town, eaten with the best silver and crystal. At my table were a pair of old homosexual men, a hard drinking couple who were bikers, a stripper, and a couple of other strange art-type people dressed all in black, in the morose style of decay which was then just becoming popular. The parents of the groom put me with them because of their resentment at having to witness their son being married in a Catholic Church.

But we had a ball. Other guests turned to wonder why we were having so much fun. I had to wait for the right moment, but when it came, I told the story of St. John Gualbert, which is a story about forgiveness. They listened. We spent another two hours (they had many questions) talking about some basics of the Gospel, of St. John the Baptist, and at one point I took out my Brown Scapular and told them about Our Lady, which moved them most of all. I doubt there was another table where that conversation could have taken place. So if we quail at the thought of living in Corinth, remember, God will have many people here. 
And there is much we can do. We are doing it even this evening. At the first I said culture was dying in our country, and perhaps is already dead. But it is not dead in the Church. For the Church is like a sleeping dragon, snoring on top of his horde of gold like the fairy tales of old. A superb example of this is the Brown Scapular.
What are the marks of a culture again? To cherish, preserve and pass along something good to our descendants. Devotion to the Brown Scapular can be cherished in your souls, in the houses in which you live, in your children. It can be preserved, by your faithful wearing of it. It can be passed along to your descendants, by telling your children – either blood or spiritual such as novices to Godchildren – the stories of St. Simon Stock or of St. Elias the Prophet fleeing Jezebel all the way to Mt. Carmel. We are present tonight at real Catholic culture, the heart of Western Civilization. 
This supremely beautiful culture of devotion to Our Lady of Mt. Carmel can be passed from father to son, from mother to daughter. It has a memorial, a feast day, music. It can be a little rite of passage as we have in my parish, for the first communicants. 
And in place of the damaged, scarred neural pathways of the mind, and the addiction, and the bitterness of soul and the smell of the sewer of mass entertainment, is put a blessing. The mantel of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel is gently wrapped around the scarred soul of the one upon whom is gently laid the Brown Scapular, the result being that all the legions of hell, and all the power of the world, are defeated with a little piece of brown cloth.
NB. Credit is due to Laura Wood, Anthony Esolen, and Msgr. Ronald Knox for this sermon. 
