
 
[image: Cover image: The Unbroken Thread by Sohrab Ahmari]




About the Author

Sohrab Ahmari is the op-ed editor of the New York Post and a contributing editor of the Catholic Herald. Previously, he served as a columnist and editor with the Wall Street Journal opinion pages in New York and London, and as senior writer at Commentary magazine. In addition to those outlets, his writing has appeared in the New York Times, The Times Literary Supplement, the Chronicle of Higher Education, The Weekly Standard, First Things, Dissent and America. He has testified before the British Parliament and appears regularly on broadcast media on both sides of the Atlantic, including the BBC, Sky News, France 24, Deutsche Welle, EWTN, and Fox News.




THE UNBROKEN THREAD

Discovering the Wisdom of Tradition in an Age of Chaos

 

Sohrab Ahmari

 

 

 

 

[image: Hodder & Stoughton logo]

www.hodderfaith.com




To Don Javier.

To Rusty.

To beloved Libo and Feng-Qiao.




Do not free a camel from the burden of his hump; you may be freeing him from being a camel.
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INTRODUCTION
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An immigrant isn’t supposed to complain about the society that gave him refuge. That is what I am: an immigrant, a radically assimilated one at that—who nevertheless harbors fundamental doubts about the society that assimilated him.

I spent the first thirteen years of my life in Iran, a nation many in the West associate with traditional backwardness, with black chadors and dour clerics, severe sexual mores and teeming multitudes that fill the streets on Fridays to pray and to chant, “God Is Great!” As a boy growing up there, I had already absorbed this judgment and made it my own: I blamed all that ailed my native land, its repressiveness and the double-thinking and double-living it engendered, on our hidebound traditions.

Once I immigrated to the United States, I reveled in the chance to remake myself anew each day. My moral opinions were as interchangeable as my clothing styles and musical tastes. I could pick up and drop this ideology or that. I could be a high-school “goth,” a college socialist, a law-school neoconservative. I could dabble in drugs and build an identity around my dabbling. I could get a girlfriend, cheat on her, dump her willy-nilly, and build a pseudo-identity around that, too. All along, it outraged me to recall that there were people still trapped in societies that didn’t permit such experiments in individual self-definition.

But lately, my mind has taken an unexpected turn. When I soberly examine the West as it really is, I find much wanting in its worldview and way of life. More than that, I have come to believe that the very modes of life and thinking that strike most people in the West as antiquated or “limiting” can liberate us, while the Western dream of autonomy and choice without limits is, in fact, a prison; that the quest to define ourselves on our own is a kind of El Dorado, driving to madness the many who seek after it; that for our best, highest selves to soar, other parts of us must be tied down, enclosed, limited, bound.

These are the paradoxical arguments at the heart of this book. To explain why I believe in them so dearly, I need to tell you about two people, both of whom happen to be named Maximilian.

THE STORY OF the first Maximilian begins in Poland before World War II and reaches its climax in 1941 at the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp. Maximilian Kolbe, a resident of that camp, ranks today among the greatest of modern Christian martyrs. The Catholic Church recognized him as a saint in 1982. Each year, thousands of pilgrims flock to the Auschwitz punishment bunker where the Nazis murdered him.

Kolbe was born in 1894 to a poor, pious family in central Poland. As a boy, he had a vision in which the Virgin Mary visited him bearing two crowns. One crown was white, signifying purity; the other red, the color of martyrdom. The mother of Jesus asked young Kolbe which of the two he would prefer. “I said that I would accept them both,” he later recalled.1 That vision would serve as Kolbe’s interior compass for the rest of his life, pointing his way to the two crowns.

The crown of purity, or priestly chastity, was easier to obtain. After flirting for a time with a military career, Kolbe entered the Franciscan Order as a novice at age sixteen, pouring himself into a life of rigorous study, prayer, and self-discipline. The year was 1910. Europe teetered at the precipice of a century of war and totalitarianism, though almost no one saw how close to the edge the Continent had drawn. The Europe of the great empires appeared solid.

Following doctoral studies in Rome and ordination as a priest, Kolbe returned to his homeland, head brimming with big plans. He started newspapers, a radio station, and a monastic community outside Warsaw called Niepokalanów (“City of the Immaculate Mother of God”). He campaigned against communist ideology, Freemasonry, and other forms of militant secularism and anticlericalism then in vogue. In between, he went on missions to far-flung places: India, China, and Japan. He endured periodic bouts of tuberculosis, but the sickness couldn’t put a stop to his various projects.

The Nazis, however, succeeded where illness failed. In September 1939, the German war machine rolled into Poland from the west, while the Soviets invaded from the east. When the Luftwaffe bombed Warsaw, the printing presses at Niepokalanów temporarily ground to a halt. The Germans occupied the community, expelled most of its residents, and arrested Kolbe.

“I do not know exactly what will happen in Poland,” he warned his followers, “but we must expect the worst. There is no corner of this world that is without the Cross. Let us not run away from it and, if necessary, let us take it upon our shoulders for the sake of the Immaculate”—that is, the Virgin Mary.2

By December, Kolbe regained his freedom and returned, undeterred, to Niepokalanów. He published anti-Nazi literature, broadcast a steady stream of anti-Nazi propaganda from his amateur-radio station, and sheltered some fifteen hundred to two thousand Jews in the monastery.3

On February 17, 1941, a Gestapo convoy entered Niepokalanów and arrested Kolbe again, this time for good. In May, the Nazis sent him to Auschwitz, shaved his head and beard. Father Maximilian Mary Kolbe became Prisoner No. 16670. The red crown was within his reach.

At Auschwitz, Kolbe continued his ministry as if he were still free. He heard confessions, urging penitents not to give in to hatred. “Hate,” he said, “is not creative.” He gave alms to the poor, though now the poor were the other inmates, and the sustenance he gave them came from his own paltry rations. And he preached. “No, they will not kill our souls,” the emaciated priest told a gathering of his Auschwitz parishioners, as one of them later recalled. “When we die, then we die pure and peaceful, resigned to God in our hearts.”4

One night in July, a prisoner escaped from Kolbe’s block. When the authorities discovered the escape, they alerted the camp’s deputy commandant, Karl Fritzsch, and he ordered the inmates to line up outside the block. Fritzsch had a genius for cruelty. It was he who first had the idea of using Zyklon B gas to exterminate inmates, including the one million Jewish men, women, and children murdered at Auschwitz as part of the Final Solution. That night, Fritzsch carried out his protocol for when inmates escaped: selecting ten men to die of starvation as collective punishment for the one who went free.

The priest in the bunch wasn’t selected. But when he heard one of the condemned cry out, “My wife, my children!,” Kolbe took off his cap and quietly stepped forward from the line.

“What does this Polish pig want?” the deputy commandant asked.

“I am a Catholic priest from Poland. I would like to take his place”—here, Kolbe pointed at his fellow prisoner—“because he has a wife and children.”5

Fritzsch accepted Kolbe’s offer.

The Nazis stripped the ten men naked and huddled them into a punishment bunker, where one of the worst forms of death known to humankind awaited them. Eyewitnesses later reported that Kolbe confronted his ordeal with calm, prayerful resolve. While the other men broke down, the priest was never heard to complain. Instead, he passed much of the time kneeling and saying the Rosary.

Days went by. Hunger and dehydration felled one after another. After two weeks, six of the ten had died, and the sound of men begging for bread and water no longer emanated from the bunker. Of the four still alive, Kolbe was the only one still fully conscious when the camp authorities entered the bunker on August 14 to finish the job.6

When an executioner approached with a syringe full of carbolic acid, the priest said a prayer and offered his own arm. A camp worker later recalled seeing Kolbe after the injection “with his eyes open and his head drooping sideways. His face was calm and radiant.”7

I WAS THIRTY-ONE years old, on the cusp of becoming a father and a Christian, when I first learned the story of Maximilian Kolbe. It floored me utterly. It wasn’t the kind of account one could read and then calmly set aside.

I could, if I tried hard, put myself in the shoes of the condemned men. I could imagine myself standing in front of their prison block as Fritzsch walked up and down the line, casually deciding who should live and who should die. I could feel my heart pounding in my throat, my breath speeding up, my mouth drying up, while my fate seesawed on the whims of a demon. I could also imagine sighing a deep sigh of relief when Fritzsch passed me over and allowed me to live.

As a father-to-be, I could imagine how it would have felt to be the prisoner Kolbe saved. But to be the man who volunteers to step into the shoes of one condemned—now, that was something else.

What gripped me the most, what I couldn’t get out of my head once I learned about Kolbe, was how his sacrifice represented a strange yet perfect form of freedom. An ordinary man, once Fritzsch had passed over him in the line, might be stunned by his luck and gobble up the night’s rations all the more eagerly, knowing how close he had come to death. Kolbe, however, climbed the very summit of human freedom. He climbed it—and this is the key to his story, I think—by binding himself to the Cross, by denying and overcoming, with intense spiritual resolve, his natural instinct to survive. His apparent surrender became his triumph. And nailed to the Cross, he told his captors, in effect: I’m freer than you. In that time and place of radical evil, in that pitch-black void of inhumanity, Kolbe asserted his moral freedom and radiated what it means to be fully human.

This form of freedom is at odds with the account of freedom that prevails in the West today. Plenty of people still carry out great acts of sacrifice, to be sure. Witness the heroism of physicians, nurses, and other front-line health workers in response to the novel-coronavirus pandemic. But the animating logic of the contemporary West, the intellectual thrust of our age, if taken to its logical end, renders the actions of a Kolbe insensible.

Our version of freedom sprang from the European Enlightenment, a philosophical movement that “sought to liberate man from the dead hand of tradition,” as one historian of ideas has written.8 Beginning in the late eighteenth century, men and women inspired by Enlightenment ideas swept violently through the West, assailing every source and symbol of authority that stood in the way of the sovereign individual and his autonomous exercise of his reason and his rights.

The assault was especially fierce in France. There, the rebels inaugurated the reign of the “goddesses” of Reason and Liberty with one swift guillotine chop after another. In 1789, the (routine) sight of a revolutionary mob parading the severed head of the local governor through the Paris streets famously prompted the writer and diplomat François-René de Chateaubriand to cry out: “You brigands, is this what you mean by liberty?”9

Chateaubriand raged against an abominable instance of revolutionary violence and lawlessness. Yet behind his anger lay a perceptive critique of the new philosophy: For the Enlightenment thinkers, what people did with their freedom mattered far less than their being generally unrestrained: to marry or divorce; to worship or blaspheme; to serve others or hoard wealth.

The Enlightenment took hold. Three centuries later, most of us take it for granted that liberty means being able to select how we live from the widest possible range of options. Our goals are self-gratification and “well-being,” usually defined in material, utilitarian terms, and we are free to the extent of being unhindered to pursue the life we think will gratify us best. But if that is the ideal, then why should anyone voluntarily accept a life of poverty, vow absolute obedience to a religious superior, and embark on arduous foreign missions to preach his faith, as Kolbe did? Why should he lay down his life for a complete stranger?

Our conception of freedom can’t make good sense of a vast range of ties that bound traditional peoples: folkways and folk wisdom, family loyalty, unchosen religious obligations such as baptism and circumcision, rule-bound forms of worship, and, above all, submission to moral and spiritual authorities. Any one of us might choose to accept such commitments, to be sure, but the key word is “choose”: To live in accord with tradition is one more option or “lifestyle,” little different from our choice of which book to read next or which diet to follow.

If sacrificial love and freedom persist today, they do so in spite of, and no thanks to, our reigning worldview. We have abandoned Kolbe’s brand of freedom—freedom rooted in self-surrender, sustained by the authority of tradition and religion—in favor of one that glories in the individual will.

WHICH BRINGS ME to the second Maximilian.

As I write, this other Maximilian is a little more than two years old. He has been walking for some time, though his waddling gait resembles a penguin’s more than it does that of a boy. Not long ago, he was a screaming bundle of primordial needs: breastmilk, cuddles, sleep. But now he takes delight in goods he likes (“I want cooo-key,” “I want watch-tee-vee”), while scorning other things that are good for him (meat, bedtime).

He has also become aware, if dimly, of his personality and sense of humor. If he eats his fill of dinner on a given night, he might use the leftovers to fashion symbols: A pair of string beans makes an alligator; string cheese can be twisted to form the alphabet. If he is feeling more voracious, he devours everything, leaving only crumbs, which he offers to his parents, only to renege at the last second and finish them off himself, his idea of an uproariously funny joke.

He is just old enough to act out in self-consciously naughty ways. He knows it irritates his mother when he throws his sippy-cup to the floor, and he is far more likely to do the dastardly deed if she warns him not to. He knows, too, that all her upset melts away if he intones the magic words “sowwy, Mama” in a meek tone. He watches his parents, especially his father, and he tries to imitate their words, gestures, and facial expressions. He is instinctively drawn to cars, trucks, bulldozers, tractors, and tools, as if pulled by some mysterious boyhood gravity.

The second Maximilian, as you may have already guessed, is my son. We usually call him Max.

He was born in the West to immigrants from Iran (me) and China (his mother). We hail from two ancient civilizations, but at the point when we became Max’s parents, neither of us could be said to have been deeply rooted in those civilizations. In the case of my wife, this wasn’t entirely of her doing: By the time she was born in Xi’an, in central China, Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution had attempted to snuff out much of traditional Chinese thought and culture on the Mainland.

With me, it was different. I deliberately rejected my homeland’s inheritance while I was still enmeshed in it. Iranian culture came with a long historical memory and a set of robust, if often particularistic, truth claims: about the noble origins of our nation, the supremacy of the Shiite branch of Islam over the Sunni, and much else of the kind. I received this inheritance not through rational, systematic argument, but while sitting cross-legged at my great-grandmother’s feet and listening to her stories—personal stories, national ones, religious ones, all blended together as if by the musky smoke of her domestic-brand cigarettes.

To my great-grandmother, objecting to the established fact of tradition would have seemed about as futile as arguing with the weather. But my parents—my father a postmodernist architect, my mother an abstract-expressionist painter—sure tried. People in my parents’ milieu venerated the West, and the West meant secularity. It meant freedom from the Islamist regime that ruled us. It meant underground parties where women went unveiled, the mullahs were mocked, alcohol was served, and taboo watchwords like “liberal democracy” flowed with the booze. For a boy of twelve or thirteen, just becoming somewhat socially and politically conscious, the choice wasn’t hard to make.

The then-nascent Islamic Republic claimed the mantle of tradition, but it was, in fact, a ruthless revolutionary regime in the Bolshevik or fascist mold. As a child, I heard about public executions, watched as the morality police repeatedly interrogated my family, and saw the welts left by judicial flogging on the back of a family friend. “Tradition,” to my boyish mind, was the portrait of the Ayatollah Khomeini scowling at me from every billboard and in every classroom.

I had an overriding urge to slash through these webs of tradition, and the machete I picked up was called “America.” In Tehran, I watched American television via an illegal satellite dish we had installed on our roof. The colorful, sexualized culture of the 1990s was irresistible: Which ancient and intricate Persian poem could beat the opening credits of Baywatch? Which black-clad clerical authority could survive Bart Simpson’s ruthless mockery?

These were childish intuitions, yes, but they turned out to be correct. Thanks to the family-preference visa program, a.k.a. “chain migration,” I immigrated to the United States in 1998 and became an American by choice a decade later. Since then, America has fulfilled its promise to me—and then some.

I’m a member of the global creative class, free to move anywhere, work anywhere, party anywhere. I live in Midtown Manhattan in a doorman building with a Whole Foods one block over and easy access to restaurants that serve every kind of cuisine on earth. I edit the op-ed pages of a major tabloid. I get invited to all sorts of media shindigs and feted by P.R. agents. Any cultural event is an Uber ride and a free press ticket away.

And I enjoy greater moral choice than any of my ancestors could possibly have imagined. If I so chose, I could declare myself a woman, insist on being called “Sabrina,” and my subjective state of mind would suffice to make it so, as far as many elite institutions are concerned. More mundanely, I could put my aging mother in a nursing home and abdicate all the duties entailed in being an Iranian son, without anyone thinking less of me for it.

A radically assimilated immigrant isn’t supposed to complain about his freedom. Yet as I grow into my faith and my role as a father, I tremble over the prospect of my son’s growing up in an order that doesn’t erect any barriers against individual appetites and, if anything, goes out of its way to demolish existing barriers.

The fear had been with me, inchoate and unarticulated, ever since my wife and I learned we were expecting our first child. But it found concrete form, I think, in a set of ads we spotted during a routine ride on the New York subway when Max was one. The now-notorious 2018 campaign for the dating site OkCupid featured the vulgar acronym “DTF” (for “down to fuck”) alongside colorful images, the “F” leading into jokey sayings. “DTFour-Twenty” showed a smiling couple sitting on a couch that was levitating in midair (“420” is slang for marijuana); “DTFall Head Over Heels” showed two women embracing to kiss, with an extra pair of hands holding one of them (suggesting polyamory). The messages seemed to subvert the meaning of “DTF,” even as they enticed straphangers to get DTF the old-fashioned way.

Now, I have spent most of my life in large cities, and I know that prudes and prigs will never exactly belong in Gotham. Still, I couldn’t help imagining Max turning to me if he were a little older to ask, “What does ‘DTF’ mean, Baba?”

Parents have had to contend with kids’ awkward questions since time immemorial. No doubt, I could come up with an answer, honest or not, or direct his attention somewhere else. But what bothered me was the banality with which these ads treated one of life’s most intimate dimensions. It was that corporate banality, not even the sexual vulgarity itself, that stuck with me. What messages were the ads communicating—about human sexuality, about men and women and their relations? How had a realm of life once treated as hidden and profound become the casual space of an Internet firm that facilitates one-night stands?

The conclusion I drew from that incident, and many others of the kind, seemed inevitable: American civilization comes with plenty of procedural ideals, all more or less aimed at maximizing individual rights and ensuring the smooth functioning of a market economy. Those procedural norms and historic liberties are no small blessing. They guard against terrible governmental abuses and are the reason countless families like mine yearn to immigrate from unfree societies to free ones, the United States especially. But the fact remains that American order enshrines very few substantive ideals I would want to transmit to my son.

Max’s very existence is a product of the autonomy-maximizing, barrier-dissolving impulse that animates modern America. Only in America, as they say, could an Iranian-born journalist meet and marry a Chinese-born architect—a union that would eventually produce a child given the delightfully Hapsburgian name Maximilian. But no amount of gratitude can allay the anxiety that grips me when I ask myself: What kind of a man will contemporary Western culture chisel out of my son? Which substantive ideals should I pass on to him, against the overwhelming cynicism of our age?

MY BAD DREAM runs something like this. Max returns home after finishing college at some elite university. He plans to spend two weeks with his parents before striking out on his own as a junior associate at an investment bank (or hedge fund or publishing house or advertising agency—it really doesn’t matter which meritocratic colony he chooses).

Two decades of good nutrition, proper schooling, and rich extracurricular activities have yielded a winsome, “well-rounded” young man. Max has clear skin, an easy smile, and the confidence that comes with knowing life’s material fruits are ripe for his picking. One night, Max’s friends stop by for dinner. One is a Southern congresswoman’s glad-handing son, bound for Yale Law School. Another has just secured seed funding for a tech startup she launched as an undergrad. Still another, an environmental-engineering graduate, has won a sustainable-design award and been named an “Emerging Visionary” by a prestigious foundation in Davos, Switzerland. At this dinner, Max’s mother and I take an obvious pleasure in our son. In him, we see our own love embodied and projected into the future. And let’s be honest, the fact that this is the company he keeps reassures us that we have minimally succeeded as parents; Max looks set to be a “winner” in life.

Yet the moment he and his friends open their mouths to speak, they talk mostly about money. They boast about entry-level salaries at their dream firms, how long it will take them to make partner, the Fifth Avenue apartments owned by senior associates not much older than they are, and so on. They might be well-read, but to the extent they discuss ideas at all, they concern themselves with the latest TED Talk about the power of making eye contact in meetings or the power of genetically personalized steroids to push your workout to the next level.

Max pays a certain obeisance to his father’s ancient faith. “Sure,” he tells me, he heard the Mass at the college chaplaincy when he “wasn’t too busy.” But if I push past this polite condescension to his father’s sensibilities, he admits that while the Catholic faith might have some social utility, he doesn’t think it should be taken “too seriously.”

Most of his friends consider themselves to be “very spiritual.” In between semesters, they have taken trips to India, where they meditated for days and subsisted only on bananas; they use meditation apps on their smartphones; they do hot yoga; they find consolation, of a kind, in the endorphin rush of long-distance running. These forms of spirituality provide temporary solace from the hectic pace of their lives—without making any absolute moral demands.

“Well-being” and “self-care” and “authenticity” are their mantras when it comes to dealing with others, not least members of the opposite sex. Attachments are to be avoided, because they encumber the true self, who longs for maximal independence across life’s realms. They all “play around,” even if they don’t openly boast about it.

Career ambition and relentless competition punctuated by chances to blow off steam: Max and his buddies may not admit that this is what they take to be the meaning of life. Yet the choices they make, and will continue to make as they grow older, attest that it is, indeed, the meaning they hold most dear. And they are far from alone: All across the developed world, many people, elites especially, are making similar choices as we speak.

Fast-forward my bad dream: Max is now forty-seven years old—the same age at which his patron saint laid down his life for a stranger at Auschwitz. Having retired early from his firm with a tidy sum in his investment account, my Max is now touring Europe with his girlfriend in a luxury electric RV. The two of them have been cohabiting on and off for nearly a decade now, yet they have no intention to marry, much less have children.

On the road, they seek out Michelin-starred restaurants for feasting—followed by nights browsing Tinder (theirs is an open relationship). And this is the relatively optimistic scenario. It assumes that Max hasn’t succumbed to opioids or high-end synthetic drugs. It assumes he hasn’t become one of those young men who spend months and years shut in their bedrooms, playing videogames and browsing the Web. The Japanese call them hikikomori, though the phenomenon sadly spans the whole developed world.

“Dad, I’m happy!” he insists, if and when he permits us to talk about his life. And the worst part of it is, he might be telling the truth, by his own lights. He may not even know what he has missed: the thrill of meditating on the Psalms and wondering if they were written just for him; the peace of mind that comes with regularly going to Confession and leaving the accumulated baggage of his guilt behind; the joy of binding himself to one other soul, and only that one, in marriage; that awesome instant when the nurses hand him a newborn baby, his own.

Having kept his “options open” his whole life, he hasn’t bound himself irrevocably to anything greater than himself and, therefore, hasn’t exercised human freedom as his namesake understood it. Maximilian Kolbe dreamt of acquiring the crowns of virtue and sacrifice. The dream—or rather, the nightmare—that haunts me is one in which my Maximilian spends a lifetime reaching for other “crowns.”

WE NAMED OUR firstborn after Maximilian Kolbe, because naming one’s children after saints is what Roman Catholics do. We believe doing so wins the newborn the patronage of the saint in heaven. But there was more to it than that: I picked the name, with his mother’s assent, to bind my own Max to the absolute ideals that stretch backward from Kolbe’s sacrifice, through the whole Western tradition, all the way to the Gospels and the Hebrew Bible. The name was to my mind a sort of thread, tying my progeny to tradition.

But can such symbolism alone overcome the West’s centrifugal forces? I’m not so sure. All things being the same—and it remains to be seen if the COVID-19 pandemic will effect deep, long-term change in our way of life—the United States will remain on its current trajectory, and Max is bound to inherit an even more disordered society and way of life than we have today. Thus, America’s bequest to him will be even less certainty and fewer Permanent Things. Soon, I fear, there won’t be anything solid upon which he might base his life.

Here, then, is the dilemma of a young father: How do I transmit to my son the value of permanent ideals against a culture that will tell him that whatever is newest is also best, that everything is negotiable and subject to contract and consent, that there is no purpose to our common life but to fulfill his desires? How do I reinforce that fragile thread linking my son to a life of humane obligations and responsibility? To a life anchored in stable and unchangeable ideals? To a life, in other words, filled with the goods secured by tradition?

The book you are holding is my answer to this dilemma. And I suspect it is a shared dilemma, for the symptoms of cultural disorder affect us all: from precipitous demographic decline to astronomical divorce rates; from the opioid epidemic to explosive racial, sexual, and class animus; from the unprecedented rate of people spending their twilight years without any loved ones to hold their hands to our increasingly dysfunctional politics; from obscene wealth inequality to a pandemic whose spread was made possible, in part, by a global economy lacking barriers and limits. If any of these phenomena have even marginally touched your own life, then chances are, you share my anxieties. You, too, fret about the fate of that thread.

THE PLAN OF THIS WORK: A BOOK OF QUESTIONS

The writer who bangs on about tradition, especially religious tradition, risks looking ridiculous. This isn’t a novel predicament. As Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, the father of Modern Orthodox Judaism, wrote in 1965, the traditional believer has suffered from a kind of existential loneliness and been scoffed at, going back “to the times of Abraham and Moses.” Even so, he observed, the contemporary man of tradition


lives through a particularly difficult and agonizing crisis. … He looks upon himself as a stranger in modern society, which is technically minded, self-centered, and self-loving, almost in a sickly narcissistic fashion, scoring honor upon honor, piling up victory upon victory, reaching for the distant galaxies, and seeing in the here-and-now sensible world the only manifestation of being.10



The message of tradition runs counter to “the fundamental credo of a utilitarian society.” Why? Because, Soloveitchik taught, traditional belief “speaks of defeat instead of success, of accepting a higher will instead of commanding, of giving instead of conquering, of retreating instead of advancing.”11 The whole of the Psalms can be summed up as finding joyous liberation in binding oneself to the Mosaic law, which the psalmist treasures as a guide to the inner structure of the cosmos. Jesus’s entire teaching, meanwhile, might be encapsulated in his Gethsemane prayer, recorded in all three of the Synoptics: “Not what I will, but what you will” (Mk 14:36; cf. Mt 26:39; Lk 22:42).

This logic of deliberate surrender is at work in all the great religious traditions. Five times a day, the devout Muslim shopkeeper in Cairo drops whatever he is doing at the adhan, the call to prayer, to prostrate himself before Almighty God. The demands of raising six children might overwhelm a traditional Catholic mom in suburban Milwaukee, yet she still finds time to say five decades of the Rosary every night. Both she and the shopkeeper practice fasting and abstinence at different times of the year; both are religiously obligated to serve the poor; both submit to regulations that, while differing somewhat in content, aim to bring the adherent’s life into harmony with an objective moral order; both profess that God, not men and women, is ultimately in control.

It is precisely this emphasis on surrendering instead of advancing, binding instead of loosening, that most repels our age from tradition. We don’t want to surrender. We want to keep shopping, no matter the liturgical hour. We “fast” and accept other bodily deprivations, yes, but for the sake of our own bodily perfection, not in submission to a higher power. The only moral regulations we accept are those that prevent physical harm to others, and not even that in the case of unwanted children in the womb. We believe we are in control, that our lives are ultimately our own individual projects.

As a father, I’m acutely aware of the urgency of this problem. Unlike my Iranian ancestors and my spiritual forebears in Catholic Christianity, I made a conscious, deliberate decision to submit to tradition. I chose to work my way back, to grasp at the thread until I could feel the fabric it was part of in the palms of my hands. Handing on what I found to my Maximilian, over against a reigning worldview that disdains retreat and surrender, is a difficult business. The modern world, after all, can seem so awfully confident.

Modern people go about their lives according to predictable routines, though, crucially, ceaseless change and discontinuity are part of the routine. Fashions come and go. Ideas suddenly take hold of society, are forgotten, resurrected, and forgotten again. The market conjures and fulfills previously unimagined desires, until still-newer desires supplant the old. Imposing structures of glass and steel replace marble and brick. The natural world likewise appears pliant. Calamitous disruptions caused by natural mysteries (a novel virus, for example) only throw into relief the extent of our mastery over nature under “normal” conditions.

It all just works, and that suffices to legitimate our way of life. Or so we think.

“In the past,” wrote Joseph Ratzinger (the future Pope Benedict XVI) in 1968, tradition “embraced a firm program; it appeared to be something protective on which man could rely; he could think himself safe and on the right lines if he could appeal to tradition.” But now, we regard progress “as the real promise of life, so that man feels at home, not in the realm of tradition, of the past, but in the realm of progress and the future.”12

In the realm of tradition, truth is something that precedes individual human beings, something we inherit and must hand down, in turn. We can discover truth and reason about it, to be sure, but we can’t change it. In the realm of progress, however, truth is what individuals or groups can articulate or build on their own, through scientific inquiry and their acts in history. Truth thus becomes an ongoing project, a malleable thing. In our realm of progress, tradition is viewed as not only antiquated and inefficient, but as an impediment to achievement.

But what if that confidence of the modern world is an illusion, the product of a determined resolution not to confront the fundamental dilemmas of what it means to be fully human? Or what if beneath the moderns’ complacency lurks a deep soul-soreness?

Pick your favorite negatively trending social indicator—loneliness, alienation, addiction, polarization, etc.—and the dire message is the same: The realm of progress can’t fulfill our soul yearnings or satisfy our urge to put ourselves right with the sacred. In vain we seek substitutes for that “firm program” of the past. We idolize politics and politicians, indulge in drugs or consumer extravagance, try out do-it-yourself spiritualities, and seek meaning and community online.

Even if these balms temporarily assuage the pain, the wounds don’t heal. We can’t integrate our own lives, as a personal project, without a vision of the whole that has endured the test of time: precisely what the great traditions promise. Yet given that superficial confidence of an anti-traditional age, the man of tradition in the twenty-first century can’t start with the “firm program.” Rather, he must begin by restating the fundamental human dilemmas his contemporaries have forgotten or would prefer to ignore. He must, in other words, assume the role of the critic, the interrogator of modern certainties.

That is the plan of this book. I simply ask questions—twelve timeless queries that a confident, progressive modernity should readily be able to answer: questions about the nature and scope of reason; our responsibility to the past and the future; how and what we worship; and how we relate to each other, to our bodies, and to suffering and death. Across long centuries, some of the greatest philosophical and religious minds grappled with these questions and offered answers upon which generations of people based their lives. Yet we moderns have heedlessly discarded many of the answers, simply because they are distant in time from us or because we arrogantly assume we have “evolved” beyond them.

Many of the questions touch on “hot-button” issues, but I pose them in a way that steers us away from our tired and tiresome quotidian disputes and points to larger possibilities beyond. Each question challenges one tenet of our contemporary dogma, with its ingrained, reflexive hostility to tradition. Building on each other, the questions reveal how some of the most ancient theological, philosophical, and moral problems are as urgent to our age as they were to our ancestors. These questions can’t easily be squared away, and that is the point: Their bedeviling quality humbles the false sense of superiority that the realm of progress enjoys over the realm of tradition.

The effect is meant to be unsettling at first but ultimately reassuring. Unsettling, in that these questions impel us to confront the poverty of our reigning worldview. But reassuring in the end, because by laying out tradition’s attempts to grapple with what it means to be fully human, the questions allow us to see that we aren’t alone. The past can lend us a hand amid our modern misery, and we can retrace a path out of the current chaos and confusion.

WE WON’T UNDERTAKE our inquiry alone. On the far side of our modern habits and dogmas there lies a whole constellation of dissident thinkers. Some are squarely and emblematically identified with religious tradition, while others would utterly reject any such association. Even among those figures identified with tradition, there is wide disagreement over which source of tradition offers the best way. What makes them useful is the fresh light and air they inject into narrow and musty intellectual spaces.

Some are premodern thinkers. Some are moderns, and among these, some are typically associated with the political left, others with the right. Yet as we will see, these labels don’t do full justice to these figures. For our purposes, what matters is that even those who lived closer to our time had one foot in the past. Others might be said to be open to a premodern critique of what came after. As the medievalist scholar C. F. J. Martin has noted, “The great benefit to be derived from reading pre-modern authors is to come to realise that after all we [moderns] might have been mistaken.”13

That’s my primary purpose: not to offer definitive answers, drawn from any one particular tradition, but to explore the possibility that our contemporary philosophy might be wrong in crucial respects—that we may have too hastily thrown away the insights of traditional thought and too eagerly encouraged the desire for total human mastery.

The choice of tradition (or traditions) is bound to rankle some readers. Catholics familiar with my work as a public Catholic might reproach me for granting too much to other traditions (including the Jewish, Protestant, Muslim, Confucian, and feminist) and thus betraying Tradition with a capital T, which in the Roman church is a very specific source of authority. Non-Catholic Christians and other believers, meanwhile, may see in it a stealthy attempt to nudge them Rome-ward.

I have already laid bare my own commitments, and I don’t mean to suggest that every tradition is equally valid so long as it challenges modernity’s anti-traditional reflexes. Still, in our current situation, thoughtful followers of different traditions can find more in common with each other than any of them might with secular-liberal-technocratic modernity.

As for skeptical or nonbelieving readers, I don’t try to persuade them to change their opinions about God. At the same time, I can’t make a case for reconsidering tradition while somehow sidestepping God. When God appears in the book, he does so not merely as a sociological or historical fact (e.g., “people have believed X about God with Y and Z social consequences, etc.”), but in full: This is the God of tradition, the God who lives and makes claims on us in the present day.

At each step, I pose a deceptively simple question and then plumb its depths: Here is what modernity tells us about this problem, or here is why modernity tells us that this isn’t a problem—when, in fact, it eminently is. Traditional thought helps reveal how deep the problems go. And we will trace the working out of the question through the biography of each thinker, on the principle that the greatness of any idea can’t be truly appreciated apart from the real-world joys and agonies, the personal triumphs and defeats, that gave rise to it.

I’m neither a philosopher nor a theologian. I’m a journalist and storyteller. The bulk of this book is devoted to telling the stories of great ideas and of the men and women who brought them forth, and highlighting the lessons we can take from each of them. By centering each chapter on the life and work of one great thinker in this way, I steer clear of any pretense to scholarly originality.

Not every question will resonate with every reader. If I can spur you to rethink even a few of them, I will have succeeded in my task: revealing that the thread tying us to the past, while indeed fragile, is yet unbroken. We aren’t as unbound as we might imagine.
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