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Common humanity links -East;' West

By Father Richard P. McBrien
Svndicated columnist

It is now clear that political liberals
and ecclesiastical conservatives alike
were wrong about their hopes and

" expectations for Eastern Europe fol-

lowing communism’s collapse and
the Cold War’s end.

Political liberals had assumed, on
the one hand, that Eastern Europeans,
when given the choice, would in
every instance choose democracy’s
path. They were wrong,.

Anti-democratic forces remain
exceedingly virulent, for example,
throughout the republics of the for-
mer Soviet Union, while in a number
of other countries Communist leaders
have been restored to power by citi-
zens apparently more concerned
about social and economic stability
than about civil rights. ‘

Ecclesiastical conservatives had
assumed, on the other hand, that the
faithful of Eastern Europe, in their
turn, would always choose the path
of obedience and loyalty to “the
Church” (equals hierarchy). They, too,
were wrong.

Newly liberated Catholics have not
rushed to embrace the moral direc-
tives-and_political initiatives of their
bishops. And nowhere has this been
more evident than in overwhelmingly
Catholic Poland, to which I shall
return in next week’s column.

The faithful, weary of interference
in their personal lives, are not dis-
posed now to trade one system of
personal and social constraints for

another.
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But the political liberals and the
ecclesiastical conservatives had mis-
calculated in an even more funda-
mental way about a post-Cold War
Eastern Europe.

They neglected the most rudimen-
tary force of all at work in that region
of the world: nationalism.

Nationalism has shown itself a far
more reliable indicator of political and
religious behavior in Eastern Europe
than either the passion for democracy
or a type of Christian spirituality.

One has only to contemplate the
horrors of “ethnic cleansing” in
Bosnia-Herzegovina where at least
nominally Orthodox Serbs, at least
nominally Catholic Croats, and Mus-
lim Bosnians are at one another’s
throats, or the longstanding rivalries
between Czechs and Slovaks that led
to the breakup of Czechoslovakia, or

the political and social pressures

against ethnic minorities all over the -

region, for example, against Hungari-
ans in Romania, the former
Yugoslavia, and Slovakia, and against
Ukrainians in Poland.

It should now be clear to everyone
that it was oppressive communist rule
that had kept these national enmities
in check for decades. Once the Soviet
empire collapsed, so, too, did the
enforced peace among the disparate
ethnic groups.

In the post-Cold War era national-
ism has brought social fragmentation,
military brutality, and political chaos
to Eastern Europe.

Where, one asks, is that mighty
stream of spirituality that ecclesiasti-
cal conservatives had assured us (and
themselves) would generate a whole-
sale transformation of all Europe and
the world? -

Perhaps it's not there. At least not
to the extent we had been told.

In the end, the ecclesiastical conser-
vatives romanticized their Eastern
European blood brothers and sisters,
and at the same time demonized the
West.

But whatever its many and historic
faults, the West has given the world a
legacy of religious, political, econom-
ic, and social freedom — respect for
human rights, freedom of religion,
freedom of speech, freedom of the
press, equal protection under the law,
limited government, separation of
powers, the consent of the governed,
the accountability of government offi-
cials, due process, the right to con-
front one’s accusers, and a regard for

truth in speaking of others with
whom there is disagreement.

And in spite of our enormous mate-
rial advantages over the rest of the
world community, the people of the
West — especially here in the United
States — have demonstrated an extra-
ordinary, one might say historically
unprecedented, attachment to reli-
gious and spiritual values.

There is widespread belief in God,
and in an after-life, and in the basic
moral precepts of Christianity and
Judaism. Church attendance is higher
here than almost anywhere else in the

- world. Even in U.S. colleges and uni-

versities, where the secularist and
rationalist ethos is supposed to domi-
nate, only 30 percent tell pollsters that
they have “no religion” or “no reli-
gious preference,” while just 8 percent
of the public answers that way.

Secularist critics have been burying
religion in the West for decades, but it
never seems to stay unde :ground.
Instead, it continues to ;,row and
flourish.

If ecclesiastical conservatives, in the
Vatican and elsewhere, wish to chas-
tise the West for its materialism, let
them do it. There is much to criticize,
and much to reform.

But that criticism should be even-
handed and realistic.

If the criticism is even-handed, it
will not demonize the West.

And. if the criticism is realistic, it
will not romanticize the East.

In the end, we’re all human —
mired in sin and renewed by: grace.
It’s at that point — our common
humanity — where East meets West.
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DOMINICAN SISTERS ¢
OF HAWTHORNE
Called to teach God's love and
mercy by caring for the incurably ill.
Our Sisters come from all walks of life.

Prior nursing experience not required.

CONTACT: Sr.Marie Edward  Rosary Hill Home
600 Linda Ave., Ha"wtbome, NY 10532 (914) 769-4794
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Retiring Shouldn't
Keep You Up At

Night.

Inc.
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Planning for retirement is
enough to give anyone night-
mares, S0 we put together a
MetLife retirement program to
help keep the goblins away. It's
simple and easy to understand,
with automatic investment pro-
grams that help take the anxi-
ety out of investment decisions.
And no deposit is too small, so
you can start investing immedi-
ately.
We call it the Preference Plus®
Account. You'll call it a dream
come true.
© Jerry Wells
200 Canal View Bivd., Suite. 220

Rochester, NY 14623
(716) 427-8710

‘The prospectus contains more information
regarding charges and expenses. Please read it
carefully before you invest or send money.

GETMET. ITPAYS?
Moy
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FUNERAL HOME, INC.

Peter W Giotlan, Jr - Phalip P Peratts. Michae! P Perotio
Personalized service in the community
since 1922.

H2S Leungon Avenue Rochester, NY 14606

conveniently located near 390

L (716) 254-5400 y

Saturday,
March 27, 1993
Damon City Center

‘c~¢ SoeyB. ceg

8:00 pm - 12:00 midnight

NIGHT

‘ Proceeds to benefit AIDS Rochester

Entertainment
Promise - R&B a capella
The Jazz'Workshop
Opportunity (o win prizes inckeding
certiicates, dinners &t arve an'
get-a-way hote! paciages, and many morel
$10.00 Student - $12.00 General Public
For teket information cail 202-2060
TICKETS AVARABLE AT
Vikage Groen Beskstere { o lecasions}
" Patieigh Pravmacy
The Damen City Corter Soskaers
WCC Stugerst Conter Sorvice Desk
TRES 2a34 .G A” A0S HER SIRES” SAAAGE
\ : Spansoredty the MCC Student Assocation ang WOKK
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