
 

When I began writing a column for this newspaper, I was by no means its first 
Catholic columnist, but I was probably the first representative of conservative 
Catholicism, a partisan of both Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI, to 
write regularly for The Times’s opinion pages. This created an expectation — in 
my own mind, at least — that when I wrote about my own religion, it would be 
mostly as a defender of the faith, championing church teaching and papal 
authority to a readership inclined to a certain skepticism about both. 
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Instead, the major Catholic story of my early years as a columnist was the sex-
abuse crisis, where there were ideological arguments about causes and cures, 
but far more to lament than to champion or defend. Then in 2013, Pope 
Benedict resigned, a decision that I firmly believe supernaturally jolted the 
entire world off its comfortable end-of-history timeline and threw us into a 
more apocalyptic realm of populists, plagues and U.F.O.s. Obviously, that jolt 
affected Catholicism most of all: Pope Francis ascended, and over the past 
decade, the church has been governed by a liberalizing, destabilizing, 
provocateur pope. 

This has created high drama in the church and ample opportunities for 
explanations of its controversies — but in those controversies I’ve found myself 
crosswise from the papacy itself, a peculiar position indeed for a Catholic 
columnist at a secular publication. I imagined myself making Catholic tradition 
and thinking attractive to secular and liberal readers. Instead, I’m often obliged 
to explain why, in seeming to move the church closer to the median secular 
liberal, Francis is actually driving Catholicism toward crisis. 

The latest news from Rome provides yet another example of this pattern. Here 
you have a papal directive that seems to crack the door to (some ambiguous 
kind of) priestly blessings for same-sex couples, which unsurprisingly 
inspires talk of landmarks and revolutions and the church finally changing 
with the times. 

And my appointed role is to be the conservative killjoy who points out that 
Francis is yet again widening liberal-conservative divisions without a plan for 
unity, that his strategy of trying to change Catholic practice without changing 
Catholic teaching is late-Soviet in its ideological acrobatics, and that (to select 
a few initial reactions from around the world) a church wherein priests in 
Austria are basically ordered to bless same-sex couples, while priests in 
Malawi, Zambia and Nigeria are basically told to ignorethe Vatican, is not a 
sustainable dynamic. 

But it’s Christmas, a time for killjoys to fall silent, so let me say something 
a little more encouraging. In one of the anguished reactions to the latest papal 
provocation, the British Catholic convert, Gavin Ashenden — a former Anglican 
priest, indeed a former chaplain to Queen Elizabeth II — enumerates all the 
ways that Francis seems to be undermining church teachings, describing the 
impossible dilemmas facing conservative Catholics, and ends with a cri de 
coeur: “Who would choose to be a Catholic at a time like this?” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/18/world/europe/pope-gay-lesbian-same-sex-blessing.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/19/us/catholic-gay-blessing-pope-francis.html
https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2023/12/the-pope-and-the-black-hole
https://www.lifesitenews.com/news/head-of-austrian-bishops-conference-says-priests-cannot-say-no-to-blessing-homosexual-couples-anymore/
https://twitter.com/DouthatNYT/status/1737511460136198315
https://catholicherald.co.uk/who-would-choose-to-be-a-catholic-at-a-time-like-this/
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To which I would submit, in perfect seriousness, that there is no better time to 
be a Catholic than this one. 

Not because the trouble in the church isn’t grave. Catholicism is clearly in the 
midst of one of its periodic convulsions and crises of authority. In my own 
book on the Francis pontificate, I drew analogies to the Arian controversies of 
the fourth century and the Jesuit-Jansenist struggles of the 1600s, but the 
Great Schism of the Middle Ages always looms as a more extreme possibility. 

But the crisis of Catholicism is inextricably bound up with the larger crises of 
the West and indeed the entire world. What is the relationship between a 
liberalism that controls the organs of authority and a reactionary and populist 
resistance? What kind of successful cultural settlement is possible on the far 
side of the sexual revolution? Can a liberal-individualist society avoid falling 
prey to despair, sterility, even extinction? Can a conservative alternative be 
something more than a truculent remnant, an anachronistic fringe? Does the 
future belong to the secular progressivism of an aging West, 
the supernaturalist Christianity of a youthful Africa, or to the collision of both 
with some sort of emergent post-Christian spirituality, the rise of techno-
religion or the return of pagan magic? 

These are general questions, not just Catholic ones, but they are distilled in 
specific ways in the clash between Francis’s liberalization project and the 
conservative and traditionalist resistance. And how the world’s largest 
hierarchical religious institution passes through this crisis, how these 
questions are fought over and resolved inside a billion-member church, will 
play a central role in deciding what kind of civilization takes shape in the 
future — beyond the present era of acceleration and reaction, utopianism and 
despair. 

Like Ashenden, I am a convert to the Catholic faith, and like Ashenden and 
many others, I sometimes imagined the church under its conservative popes as 
a bulwark against the crises of late liberalism, a bastion of tradition and 
(relative) certainty in a time of decadence and dissolution. When I look back at 
my writings and my feuds early in the Francis era, I can see in them my sense 
of betrayal that the papacy seemed to be abandoning this mission, that Francis 
was deliberately bringing a kind of messiness to the papal office instead of 
being, well, a rock. 

https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/To-Change-the-Church/Ross-Douthat/9781501146947
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/To-Change-the-Church/Ross-Douthat/9781501146947
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/02/opinion/south-korea-birth-dearth.html
https://www.firstthings.com/article/2006/12/believing-in-the-global-south
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/01/opinion/sunday/letter-to-the-catholic-academy.html
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But I have come to terms with this change. Whatever papal authority means, 
the church’s history shows that it’s fully compatible with periods of deep 
internal Catholic turmoil. This is not exactly pleasant to live through, it raises 
all kinds of difficult questions for individual Catholics, but it does not somehow 
make Catholicism the wrong place for a religious believer, a would-be follower 
of Christ, to be planted. To the contrary: As I have become more doubtful of the 
church’s certain authority, I have become much more convinced of its 
importance, its decisive part in revealing God’s intentions and history’s 
ultimate direction. 

This is something that, in their own way, more liberal Catholics have always 
understood. At various times in the John Paul II era there would be complaints 
from conservative Catholics, asking: Why, if liberals believe so intensely in 
moral and doctrinal transformation, if they are so committed to having (for 
instance) married or female clergy, intercommunion with other Christian 
churches, acceptance of homosexuality and contraception and even perhaps 
abortion, don’t they join one of the numerous Christian bodies where those 
transformations have taken place? Why be a dissenting and disgruntled Roman 
Catholic when you can just be a faithful Episcopalian or Congregationalist? 

The answer, surely, is that the religious-liberal project believes itself to be 
God’s project, that its tireless advocates believe themselves to be doing the Holy 
Spirit’s work and that it proves very little about God’s ultimate intentions if a 
few modestly sized bodies in the firmament of mainline Protestantism embrace 
the sexual revolution. You will only know and prove that God wants 
liberalization when liberalization comes to the Church of Rome and its billion-
odd Catholics. You can’t be fully vindicated, fully assured of Providence’s favor, 
unless you change that church. 

A similar logic applies to conservative Catholics today. If they are truly on 
God’s side against an erring pope, they will almost certainly be vindicated 
within the Catholic Church eventually (presuming that the events of the Book 
of Revelation do not intervene). And the means of that vindication will probably 
be less any kind of public argument, as important as those may be, and more a 
personal willingness to practice and transmit the faith through adversity, to 
model fidelity and charity, to play an ordinary part in working out the destiny 
of Christianity’s most important church. 

Now, the most stringent sort of conservative Protestant will naturally disagree 
with my assessment of the Roman church’s importance and see in Rome’s 
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crisis simple vindication for Calvin or Luther or their contemporary heirs. And 
people who are personally wounded or devastated by some particular aspect of 
the Catholic crisis, who face not just a general spiritual challenge but some 
specific form of mistreatment, will not be comforted by an argument that 
stresses Catholicism’s general providential significance. If you are drawn or tied 
to the Roman church but feel that in the present chaos you cannot be a faithful 
Christian except in Eastern Orthodoxy or Anglicanism or some other safer-
seeming harbor, I don’t expect to win you over by saying, “Stick with us, we’re 
too big to fail!” 

But I do think that even the quest for a safer harbor will not fully separate you 
from whatever destiny awaits Roman Catholicism. And if your doubts and 
issues aren’t personal but general and institutional, I don’t think there is a safe 
harbor anywhere: What the Francis era has proved above all is that no 
institution can simply be a fortress against the struggles of the age. 

When I meet people who are becoming Catholic now, “at a time like this,” the 
fact that those struggles are present inside the church does not seem to 
especially bother them. They’re used to struggle and uncertainty, they don’t 
expect a simple refuge, and they recognize that any space of real spiritual 
power — which the Catholic Church still is, I promise — will inevitably be a 
zone of contestation as well. 

As it has been from the beginning, from failed and feckless popes all the way 
back to failed and even treacherous disciples. If the story that Christians hold 
up for the world a few days hence is really the greatest and most important 
ever told, then Christianity will come through this crisis as it has come through 
past ones. And whether you’re a liberal, a conservative or just a believer trying 
to stay out of the crossfire, you should feel confident that what happens inside 
Roman Catholic Christianity will show some of those ways through. 

Merry Christmas. 

 
Ross Douthat 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/22/opinion/christmas-pope-francis.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/22/opinion/christmas-pope-francis.html
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My sympathies, and gratitude, to anyone trying to be a Christian in a church, 
or any similar institution, now. My sympathies to anyone trying to be a Muslim 
or faithful Jew. (Personally I know too well all the trials, fears, and falterings 
that come with trying to be faithful to the Way, the Truth and the Life, one’s 
Maker, outside a “faith community.”) One primary failure is when members of 
a denomination or faith fail to see their counterparts overall on equal terms, 
each struggling—often failing, regularly confused and uncertain—to figure out 
how to be true to All Things Good and Holy. In common acknowledged 
fallibility they could meet, in community, rather than exploit the other’s 
fallibility to bolster their own rectitude and confidence. No fences in Heaven. 
 

The horror show raging in Palestine-Israel now, with Jews, Muslims, and 
Christians playing central roles as victims and victimizers, gives skeptics and 
atheists grounds for asking “How can you believe in a loving and 
compassionate, all-knowing and all-powerful, God witnessing this? How could 
such a God, if He existed, allow this, all carried out in His Name?” Good point. 
 

My best answer is: I will not let a rabid bunch of Jews, Muslims, and 
Christians define God for me, or provide any kind of “evidence” for or against 
God’s nature and existence. “The powers and principalities of this world”—
demonic or Satanic, el Diablo, if you prefer—might delight in fooling us into 
doubting God, but they no longer have purchase with me in my best moments. 
If God was such as you insist God must be, He—I use the male pronoun only 
when cornered by the language—would be a busy fellow indeed, racing around 
the world continually fixing myriad problems. If you think about it, this 
wouldn’t work. And it wouldn’t suit a divine “plan” whereby Goodness and 
Virtue arise refined in manifestation and are chosen, proof-tested by an 
Adversary while exposing to-date human limitations, emerging free into a 
higher realm, creating “joy in heaven.” We have a certain “free will” essential to 
the Process and Outcome, alpha to omega. I believe honest and brave scrutiny 
reveals that body and soul are not fit for Eternity-Heaven—mine certainly 
aren’t and never will be. The only product of human experience worthy of 
Eternity is spirit—Spirit perhaps as “the second Adam”—and in our present 
blinkered stuckness in the trappings of our mortal existence, our refusal to let 
go of our earthen claims to value, we are rendered unable to experience what 
Spirit is, and see what it is not, and cannot be. It is ineffable because our 
consciousness—to some extent rightly, constitutionally as necessitated to 
function in this world—is foreign to it, and in our entrenched myopia, we fear 
it. But Creation, rendered imperfect, cannot be otherwise, however demanding. 
 

I long had issues with the Book of Job, beyond its entrapment in literary 
devices. But finally I came to understand its final and ultimate point: God is as 
God must be, and ever will remain so. This is our only hope. God is never to 
blame for anything. Rather, gratitude and wonder are all this is called for. TJB 


