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CLUMNIS’IS

Give thanks for rellglous freedom

The Thanksgiving holiday affords
Americans (and, last month, Canadi-
ans) an annual opportunity — as indi-
viduals, as families, and as a nation — to
‘step back from their daily routine and
to reflect on those aspects of their lives
for which they are, or should be, grate-
ful.

There is a list of “usual suspects™: our
families, our health, the roof over our
heads, a nation at peace and in relative
prosperity, and a host of constitutional
freedoms — of religion, of free speech,
of association, and so on.

We may nod in assent when politi-
cians warn of ever-present threats to
our liberty, but most of us don't really
believe that our freedoms are under at-
tack or actually threatened.

We get up in the morning, go to work
or school, return home in the evening,
eat, relax, go to bed, and start all over
the next day,.Monday to Friday — with-

out any real interference in the normafl®

course of our lives.

Somewhere between these two views
— threats to freedom lurking every-
where versus “no threats, no sweat” —
lies the truth.

It is a matter of some curiosity that
the first, more pessimistic view has en-
joyed a fairly wide appeal among reli-
gious people, who seem ready to accept
at face value the dire warning that
there is a secularist conspiracy to expel
religious faith from “the public square.”

Speaking as a religious person who
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_is more than minimally active in “the

public square,” I wonder what the com-
plainers have in mind. The United
States is one of the most religious na-
tions in the world. The majority of
Americans seem to wear their religious
faith on their sleeves.

Nowhere is that more obvious than
in the realm of competitive sports. Af-
ter the final game of the World Series,
for example, at least two New York Yan-
kee players attributed their personal
success to Jesus Christ when inter-
viewed on national television. Such

overt religious references are made all-

the time by sports figures, and not just
by Christians but by an increasing num-
ber of black Muslim athletes as well.
In the recently concluded presiden-
tial campaign a major-party candidate
thundered his support for a school-
prayer amendment, and the inaugura-
tion ceremony this January will un-
doubtedly begin and end with formal

prayers.

If anyone has reason to complain
about the status of religion in our soci-
ety, I should think it would be the non-
religious citizen whe is bombarded
with religion and religiosity in the pub-
lic and private sectors alike, as well as
members of religious groups that are

‘numerically marginal and for whom

“Jesus-talk” is alienating.

As a matter of fact, segments of the
dominant Christian community leave
even many of their fellow Christians
out of the loop. The truth is that their
style can be just as alienating for a
mainstream Catholic and a mainstream
Protestant as it is for a Jew.

What aggressive religious majorities
too often forget is that majorities come
and go. Back in the 1950s Will Her-
berg’s extraordinarily popular book on
religion in America took for granted
that the nation was divided religiously
into three discrete parts: Protestant,
Catholic and Jewish. That assumption
is totally outdated now. America is a na-
tion of many religions — hundreds,
even thousands, in fact. And it is a na-
tion of no religion as well.

We are not so much a melting pot as
a mosaic. But it is only through mutual
respect and tolerance that such a na-
tion can be enriched, rather than torn
apart, by its diversity.

And yet there are persistent voices
along the sidelines complaining that re-
ligion has been excluded from “the

pubhc square” — even as they strive to
impose upon the nation a detailed
moral agenda that would limit freedom
in private human relationships, in what
books and magazines we read, in what’
filns and television programs we see.

As we reflect with gratitude on the
personal and social freedoms we enjoy
in our constitutional democracy, we
would do well to remember that the
slope from freedom to repression. par-
ticularly in the religious realm, is a slip-
pery one.

My thoughts this Thanksgiving turn
toward Kabul, Afghanistan, where the
culturally and theologically primitive
Taliban Islamic militia, currently in
control of the capital, forbids girls and

‘women from going to school, working
outside the hoine, or appearing unac-

companied and unshrouded in public.

They cut off the hands of petty thieves
and force grown men, under threat of
punishment, to pray in mosques.

And they do it all in the name of a re-
ligious faith. The civil law, they insist,
must be an instrument of God's law —
that is, of God's law as they understand
it.

This Thanksgiving we should grate-
fully remember our F'ounding Fathers
not only for guaranteeing freedom of
religion, but also for insuring freedom
from religion.
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Father McBrien is a professor of theolo-

gy at the University of Notre Dame.
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TYBURN ACADEMY
SCHOLARSHIP/

ENTRANCE ExaM
Dec. 7, 1996 + 8:30 a.m. l

For information, call

315-252.2937
Tybum is a private, college preparatory
school for young men and women
in grades 9 through 12.
EDUCATIONAL EXCELLENCE IN
THE CATHOLIC TRADITION

Dr. George Coyle, Headmaster
59 Pulaski St. + Auburn, NY 13021
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RONALD JOHN ARNDT
ROBERT J. ARNDT
SHARI L. ARNDT

Funeral Directors

' 225-6350
1118 Long Pond Road
(South of Maiden Lane)

Warm hands.
Warm hearts.

. Give to the Gift of Warmth drive.

Please donate new mittens and hats to The Salvation Army.
Drop boxes are located at all M&T Banks in Monroe County and
. M&T locations in selected Tops Supermarkets.

BE5WS Space donated to the Ad Council as a public service of this publicafion.

H + No Luck with Dating Services?

: * No Luck with Personal Ads?
1 * Busy Schedule?

d NEW WE CAN HELP!
! ENCOUNTERS. INC. .« Confidential

1 + Convenience

! + Security

; « Discreet

1 Your personal infroduction service.

: YOU MAKE THE SELECTION,

t Not like the other services that pick your date... you're in controt.
' (716) 244-3850

! Caff today for your personai appointment,
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3 featuring the World Premicre of
& RAGTIME—THE MUSICAL

andfor

THE 3 TENORS IN CONCERT?

January 3 & 4, 1997

716-624-3110

PREFERRED TRAVEL
- SERVICE, INC.

-~ River Edg€ Manor

at EPISCOPAL CHURCH HOME

featuring affordable, attractive
I & 2 Bedroom Apartments
with Priority ‘Access to Health Care

For more information call 716 232-3130
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535 MOUNT HOPE AVENUE e ROCHESTER, NEW YORK




