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Catholic Heterodoxy 
Searching for the dox in orthodox  

W 
ords matter. 

Such a sentiment is 

suggestive of a by-

gone age when there 

were far fewer words from which to 

choose, of an age then unencumbered by 

the fuzzy fog of swirling spin and tor-

tured logic, of emojis, 

acronyms, and inde-

cipherable alphabetic 

cyber-soup.  

There was a time 

when what was 

meant of what was 

said flew straight and 

true as an arrow 

should; no equivocating, no conjugation-

al tête-à-tête, no allusive parsing to pare 

the mumbo from the jumbo.  

Once upon a time yes meant yes, no 

meant no, and maybe … well … meant 

maybe or perhaps. Right was right, it 

could never be that which it was rightly 

not, which is to say it could be neither 

wrong nor left nor anything else but 

“perfectly” correct. Truth could not be 

bought nor compromised; true was true 

of its nature, never false nor warped by 

the bending. Up always pointed up, nev-

er down nor somewhere in-between. 

Good and evil were never friends but 

relentless foes engaged in never-ending 

battle for the soul of man.  

And men were men 

and women too, souls 

created by God in his 

image and likeness, 

so wonderfully made 

and equal in his sight, 

the same yet differ-

ent, co-dependent for 

without the other 

each was incomplete, 

barren, sterile and ill-conceived.                    

O 
f that time few dare recall lest 

they be taxed the more in poor 

pursuit of foolish folly. “The 

past is best forgotten for where’s the 

profit recollecting ancient dust!” shouts  
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the fool who would deny today’s con-

nection to the endless unbroken chain 

of yesterdays. There is no purpose 

worth remembering what was then for 

as in the line from The Go-Between, 

“the past is a foreign country. They do 

things differently there.”1        

T 
here is of late a troubling 

trend toward dangling partici-

ples and worried tenses, bitter 

verbs, disreputable objects and obses-

sive possessives,  misspelt yooth with 

vial cursives, fractured phrases, vulgar 

gutturals and uttered nonsense. It is 

enough to drive a sober pin to ink!       

God gifted man with an incorpore-

al mind and the uniquely human abil-

ity to convey transcendent thought 

beyond himself. Words have meaning 

and purpose and it is through lan-

guage—the use of words in a struc-

tured way—that man can convey 

thoughts, concepts and abstract ideas.  

It is through language that God re-

veals himself to man and through it 

man comes to know God.  

And yet, like heirs to unearned 

fortune, we care but little for the inher-

itance. Like the prodigal son, we be-

lieve we deserve it, we desire it be-

cause it is ours by right, and when it 

does come into our possession we 

carelessly abuse it. 

A thought is produced by think-

ing, the exclusive activity of a con-

scious, transcendent mind. Thoughts 

are as unique and fleeting as snow-

flakes, as welcome as a soft summer’s 

breeze or as ill-attended as a robocall 

over dinner. The quality of a thought 

depends on the quantity and effort 

employed by the mind to its unique 

purpose, thinking.  

There are, of course, differed 

minds as varied as the vessels in 

which the mind resides. Some have a 

bent for genius, others of more modest 

means, still others of a simpler nature 

and then there are those who dwell 

among the angels. Whether genius or 

of a more common stature, a mind 

must be nourished and well-fed for it 

to reasonably and rationally think so 

as to produce good thought. A starved 

mind is a mind so atrophied it cannot 

think the smallest thought without 

serious penalty. 

Once there were lost islands, but 

most of them have been found; 

once there were lost causes, but 

many of them have been retrieved; 

but there is one lost art that has not 

been definitely recovered, and 

without which no civilization can 

long survive, and that is the art of 

controversy. The hardest thing to 

find in the world today is an argu-

ment. Because so few are thinking, 

naturally there are found but few to 

argue. Prejudice there is in abun-

dance and sentiment too, for these 

things are born of enthusiasms 

without the pain of labor. Thinking, 

on the contrary, is a difficult task; it 

is the hardest work a man can do — 

that is perhaps why so few indulge 

in it. Thought-saving devices have 

been invented that rival labor-

saving devices in their ingenuity. 

Fine-sounding phrases like “Life is 

bigger than logic,” or “Progress is 

the spirit of the age,” go rattling by 

us like express trains, carrying the 

burden of those who are too lazy to 

think for themselves.2 

H 
ow discomfiting to consid-

er controversy an art some-

how somewhen lost and 

yet so few have cared to notice or be-

moan its loss, especially with civiliza-

tion hanging in the balance.      

The causes underlying this decline 

in the art of controversy are two-

fold: religious and philosophical. 

Modern religion has enunciated 

one great and fundamental dogma 

that is at the basis of all the other 

dogmas, and that is, that religion 

must be freed from dogmas. Creeds 

and confessions of faith are no 

longer the fashion; religious leaders 

have agreed not to disagree and 

those beliefs for which some of our 

ancestors would have died they 

have melted into a spineless Hu-

manism. Like other Pilates they 

have turned their backs on the 

uniqueness of truth and have 

opened their arms wide to all the 

moods and fancies the hour might 

dictate. The passing of creeds and 

dogmas means the passing of con-

troversies. Creeds and dogmas are 

social; prejudices are private.2 

T 
hose who, when standing be-

fore a mirror, see nothing but 

the fairest of them all will un-

doubtedly see nothing of themselves 

reflected in the prophetic words of the 

Venerable Archbishop fast approach-

ing a century past.  

The second cause, which is philo-

sophical, bases itself on that peculi-

ar American philosophy called 

“Pragmatism,” the aim of which is 

to prove that all proofs are useless. 

… As a result, there has sprung up 

a disturbing indifference to truth, 

and a tendency to regard the useful 

as the true, and the impractical as 

the false. The man who can make 

up his mind when proofs are pre-

sented to him is looked upon as a 

bigot, and the man who ignores 

proofs and the search for truth is 

looked upon as broadminded and 

tolerant.  

CONTINUED ON PAGE 3  



3 

 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2 

Another evidence of this same 

disrespect for rational foundations 

is the general readiness of the 

modern mind to accept a state-

ment because of the literary way in 

which it is couched, or because of 

the popularity of the one who says 

it, rather than for the reasons be-

hind the statement. … To some 

minds, of course, the startling will 

always appear to be the profound. 

It is easier to get the attention of 

the press when one says, as Ibsen 

did, that “two and two make five,” 

than to be orthodox and say that 

two and two make four. 

The Catholic Church perhaps 

more than the other forms of 

Christianity notices the decline in 

the art of controversy. Never be-

fore, perhaps, in the whole history 

of Christianity has she been so 

intellectually impoverished for 

want of good sound intellectual 

opposition as she is at the present 

time. Today there are no foemen 

worthy of her steel. And if the 

Church today is not producing 

great chunks of thought, or what 

might be called “thinkage,” it is 

because she has not been chal-

lenged to do so. The best in every-

thing comes from the throwing 

down of a gauntlet — even the 

best in thought. 

The Church loves controversy, and 

loves it for two reasons: because 

intellectual conflict is informing, 

and because she is madly in love 

with rationalism. The great struc-

ture of the Catholic Church has 

been built up through controversy. 

It was the attacks of the Docetists 

and the Monophysites in the early 

centuries of the Church that made 

her clear on the doctrine concern-

ing the nature of Christ; it was the 

controversy with the Reformers 

that clarified her teaching on justi-

fication. And if today there are not 

nearly so many dogmas defined as 

in the early ages of the Church, it 

is because there is less controversy 

— and less thinking. One must 

think to be a heretic, even though 

it be wrong thinking. 

… The fact is that there is now less 

intellectual opposition to the 

Church and more prejudice, 

which, being interpreted, means 

less thinking, even less bad think-

ing.  

Not only does the Church love 

controversy because it helps her 

sharpen her wits; she loves it also 

for its own sake. The Church is 

accused of being the enemy of 

reason; as a matter of fact, she is 

the only one who believes in it. 

T he intervening years have 

been terribly unkind, for the 

lost art has remained con-

foundingly lost. In its absence, think-

ing has taken a moribund turn, so 

much so it may soon no longer be con-

sidered extant. Our growing refusal to 

strenuously exercise our minds by en-

gaging in serious rational thinking will 

only serve to hasten the inevitable col-

lapse of human civilization.  

The Church asks her children to 

think hard and think clean. Then 

she asks them to do two things 

with their thoughts. First, she asks 

them to externalize them in the 

concrete world of economics, gov-

ernment, commerce, and educa-

tion, and by this externalization of 

beautiful, clean thoughts to pro-

duce a beautiful and clean civiliza-

tion. The quality of any civilization 

depends upon the nature of the 

thoughts its great minds bequeath 

to it. If the thoughts that are exter-

nalized in the press, in the senate 

chamber, on the public platform, 

are base, civilization itself will take 

on their base character with the 

same readiness with which a cha-

meleon takes on the color of the 

object upon which it is placed. But 

if the thoughts that are vocalized 

and articulated are high and lofty, 

civilization will be filled, like a 

crucible, with the gold of the 

things worthwhile.  

The Church asks her children not 

only to externalize their thoughts 

and thus produce culture, but also 

to internalize their thoughts and 

thus produce spirituality. The con-

stant giving would be dissipation 

unless new energy was supplied 

from within. In fact, before a 

thought can be bequeathed to the 

outside, it must have been born on 

the inside. But no thought is born 

without silence and contempla-

tion. It is in the stillness and quiet 

of one’s own intellectual pastures, 

wherein man meditates on the 

purpose of life and its goal, that 

real and true character is devel-

oped. A character is made by the 

kind of thoughts a man thinks 

when alone, and a civilization is 

made by the kind of thoughts a 

man speaks to his neighbor. 

“Great minds discuss ideas. Aver-

age minds discuss events. Small minds 

discuss people.” An observation, ques-

tionably attributed to Eleanor Roose-

velt, which suggests that the mind can 

be neatly sorted, labeled, then tossed 

in one of three boxes, neatly wrapped 

and tied with a pretty bow. While it 

makes for a clever meme, it is indica-

tive of the creeping mental indolence 

(laziness) now so pervasive.   

CONTINUED ON PAGE 4  
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T 
o put it crudely, the mind is 

designed to think, by design 

its sole function is the faculty 

to think and in thinking to produce 

thought. The Angelic Doctor rightly 

equates the human soul to the intellect 

or the mind and the principle by 

which we acquire knowledge and un-

derstanding is the intellect or the intel-

lectual soul.  

In answer to the objection that the 

human soul is not subsistent (that is, 

nonexistent, not in reality) Aquinas 

answers:  

On the contrary, Augustine says (De 

Trin. X. 7): Who ever understands that 

the nature of the soul is that of a sub-

stance and not that of a body, will see 

that those who maintain the corporeal 

nature of the soul, are led astray 

through associating with the soul those 

things without which they are unable 

to think of any nature—i.e., imaginary 

pictures of corporeal things. Therefore 

the nature of the human intellect is 

not only incorporeal, but it is also a 

substance, that is something sub-

sistent. 

I answer that, It must necessarily be 

allowed that the principle of intel-

lectual operation which we call the 

soul, is a principle both incorporeal 

and subsistent. 

Therefore the intellectual principle 

which we call the mind or the intel-

lect has an operation per se apart 

from the body. Now only that 

which subsists can have an opera-

tion per se. For nothing can operate 

but what is actual: wherefore a 

thing operates according as it is; for 

which reason we do not say that 

heat imparts heat, but that what is 

hot gives heat. We must conclude, 

therefore that the human soul, 

which is called the intellect or the 

mind, is something incorporeal and 

subsistent.3 

To those who would argue that 

man and animals are alike in as much 

as they are living beings they therefore 

must have alike souls, Aquinas re-

sponds: 

… the saying that man and animals 

have a like beginning in generation 

is true of the body; for all animals 

alike are made of earth. But it is not 

true of the soul. For the souls of 

brutes are produced by some power 

of the body; whereas the human 

soul is produced by God. To signify 

this, it is written as to other animals: 

Let the earth bring forth the living soul 

(Gen. 1:24): while of man it is 

written (ibid.2:7) that He breathed 

into his face the breath of life. And so 

in the last chapter of Ecclesiastes 

(12:7) it is concluded: (Before) the 

dust return into its earth from whence 

it was; and the spirit return to God 

Who gave it. Again the process of life 

is alike as to the body, concerning 

which it is written (Eccles. 3:19): All 

things breathe alike, and (Wisd. 2:2), 

The breath in our nostrils is smoke. But 

the process is not alike of the soul; 

for man is intelligent, whereas ani-

mals are not. Hence it is false to say: 

Man has nothing more than beasts. 

Thus death comes to both alike as 

to the body, but not as to the soul.4 

A 
quinas then adds that the 

action of understanding is 

the action of a particular 

man, that each is conscious that it is 

himself who understands. 

There remains, therefore, no other 

explanation than that given by Aris-

totle—namely, that this particular 

man understands, because the intel-

lectual principle is his form. Thus 

from the very operation of the intel-

lect it is made clear that the intellec-

tual principle is united to the body 

as its form. 

The same can be clearly shown 

from the nature of the human spe-

cies. For the nature of each thing is 

shown by its operation. Now the 

proper operation of man as man is 

to understand; because he thereby 

surpasses all other animals. Whence 

Aristotle concludes (Ethic. x.7) that  

the ultimate happiness of man must 

consist in this operation as properly 

belonging to him. Man must there-

fore derive his species from that 

which is the principle of this opera-

tion. But the species of anything is 

derived from its form. It follows 

therefore that the intellectual princi-

ple is the proper form of man.   

The human soul is the highest and 

noblest of forms. Wherefore it ex-

cels corporeal matter in its power 

by the fact that it has an operation 

and a power in which corporeal 

matter has no share whatsoever. 

This power is called the intellect.5 

A 
s Kevin Vost writes as a pre-

view to his book How to 

Think Like Aquinas,  

Thomas knew well that the powers 

of thought that arise from our hu-

man nature are “also aided by art 

and diligence.” In other words, 

intelligent thought and accurate 

thinking are not just capacities that 

you and I have in some fixed meas-

ure but are flexible potentials that 

can be built, improved, and actual-

ized by training and practice 

(“diligence”) in the right methods 

(“art” being short for “artificial” or 

man-made). Your powers of 

memory, for example, or of logical 

reasoning, are fluid capacities that 

you can build and improve by using 

them in the right ways.6 

This then is the crux of the objec-

tion to those who would label the 

mind as so much packaged meat: by 

affixing a stamp on it, arbitrarily as-

signing a grade of G(enius), A(verage), 

or S(imple). What a GASeous thought!  

CONTINUED ON PAGE 5  
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T 
here should be little doubt—

there should be no doubt at 

all—that the quality and 

depth of our thoughts are predicated 

not upon some fixed, finite and there-

fore unchangeable mind machine but 

rather upon the intellectual effort we 

are willing to expend (mental exercise) 

to pursue and expand our knowledge 

and our intellect.  

God creates each of us, both in 

body and in spirit, and knows no par-

tiality in his creation. We are created 

equal by him, what happens then he 

leaves entirely up to us. The rather 

trite aphorism, “Use it or lose it” can 

be applied to the mind as justifiably as 

it is generally applied to the physical 

body.  

Earning an Olympic gold medal 

requires years of dedication and con-

certed effort. An Olympic athlete must 

train and train and train for years in 

order to achieve his or her dream. No 

one can win gold unless they are will-

ing to expend the effort and the time 

to become the best at their chosen 

sport. Dreaming while reclining before 

the television popping popcorn while 

watching athletes compete will not 

win you any medal, let alone gold. It is 

the same with the mind. You use it or 

you lose it.          

Descartes proposed “Cogito ergo 

sum” (I think therefore I am) which, 

despite being so much nonsense, clear-

ly has the cart pulling the horse, or the 

cause (existence) predicated on the 

effect (thinking.) The meme mentioned 

earlier makes much the same errors  as 

did Descartes.  

First, it assumes the mind is a 

fixed intellectual faculty (GAS) which 

is provably and demonstrably a false 

assumption. As Kevin Vost asserts, 

“Your powers of memory … or of logi-

cal reasoning, are fluid capacities you 

can build and improve by using them 

in the right ways.” Second, it ascribes 

a faculty (speech) which the mind 

does not possess. And third, it assigns 

thinking (cause) to be the result of 

thought (effect.) On this particular 

point, let’s briefly return to the meme 

in question. The implied assumption 

of this meme is that thought (ideas, 

events, people) is the determinant for 

what the  mind is capable of thinking, 

which necessarily circumscribes the 

mind to a caste from which it dare not 

hope to escape. Just as it restricts the 

“simple” mind, so too the “genius” 

and the “average” minds are likewise 

restricted. This is not only illogical but 

irrational and above all, pure non-

sense. 

W 
hat is left is a sad refrain, 

sung for a different sea-

son and another reason, 

but it still applies: 

We are the world 

We are the children 

We are the ones who make a brighter day, 

So let’s start giving 

Oh, there’s a choice we’re making 

We’re saving our own lives 

It’s true we’ll make a better day 

God gave us a mind and a will, 

what will you do with yours? 
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