The Myth of Foreign Ideas

or

How the Society of Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary Defeated the Ku Klux Klan

     On May 23, 1992, Pope John Paul II beatified Eulalie Durocher and declared her to be “a woman for all times”.  Blessed Eulalie was born in Quebec in 1811, the tenth of eleven children, in the village of St. Antoine on the Richelieu River.  Three of her brothers became priests and a sister entered the Congregation of Notre Dame.

     Recognizing the need for education, especially for young girls who at that time received little schooling, she founded, in the year 1843, the Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary.  It would be the first religious congregation in Canada to focus on education.  After only six years as Superior of the Order she founded, Blessed Eulalie Durocher passed away.  Her order, nonetheless, continued to flourish.  Today there are approximately 570 SNJM Sisters and about 400 Associates who are carrying out the Society’s mission in four continents.

     In 1859 Francis Norbert Blanchet the first Archbishop of Oregon City, Oregon, invited 12 SNJM Sisters to leave Quebec to carry out their education ministry in his diocese.  Their mission was directed toward the full development of the human person through education, social justice, contemplation, and the arts.

     The good Sisters did not think that they were imposing foreign ideologies or un-American ideas on the Oregonian children they taught.  They saw themselves as educating their students to help them become mature, educated persons who would become socially responsible citizens in the world.  The Ku Klux Klan, however, saw them from a rather different perspective and sought to protect Oregonian children from what they believed to be alien and un-American ideas.

     In the early 1920’s, Oregon was the home to approximately 14,000 members of the Ku Klux Klan, including the mayor of Portland, many politicians, and police officers.  They regarded themselves as “real” Americans and felt duty bound to target the Catholic Church, the largest provider of private education.  Fiery crosses and marches in Ku Klux Klan regalia were common sights in Oregon at that time.  Thus began a heated clash between a form of nationalism, as narrowly conceived by the Klan, and religious pluralism that seemed protected by the United Stated Constitution.  It was, indeed, a strange clash, since the Klan’s own Protestantism and many of their ancestors came from foreign lands.  Even their name, Ku Klux Klan, appears to be exotic, being derived from the Greek word kuklos (κμκλω), meaning “circle” and the Scottish Gaelic clann, referring to a group of people joined together for a common purpose.

     The Klan was instrumental in electing Democrat Walter M. Pierce governor of Oregon.  While governor-elect, he appeared before the La Grande Provisional Klan on November 21, 1922 and personally thanked the Klansmen for their support.  More importantly, for historical purposes, the Klan also played a significant role in getting The Oregon Compulsory Education Act passed in 1922.  The Act would compel all children between the ages of eight and sixteen to attend public schools.  If implemented, it would mean the dissolution of all Catholic schools in the state of Oregon, along with all other private schools.  The Sisters, who, at that time, operated many schools in Oregon, did not sit idly by.  They sued and the case was heard by the United States Supreme Court.

     Representatives for the state of Oregon (the “appellants”) argued that the state had an over- riding interest to oversee and control the providers of education.  Accordingly, they claimed that the state’s interest in overseeing the education of its citizens was so great that it overrode the parents’ right to choose which provider of education was best for their children.  It was even argued that Oregon children are “the State’s children”.

 

     By contrast, the “appellees” replied that the state did not have a right to absolute control over the system in which a child should be educated.  They held that parents have a right to send their children to such schools as they saw fit, including religious schools.  There was nothing in the records to indicate that the Society had failed to discharge its obligations to patrons, students, and the State.

 

     After deliberating for 10 weeks, the Court issued its unanimous decision on June 1, 1925.  In overturning the Oregon statute, the Court stated as follows:  “The fundamental theory of liberty upon which all governments in this Union repose excludes any general power of the state to standardize its children by forcing them to accept instruction from public teachers only.  The child is not the mere creature of the state;  those who nurture him and direct his destiny have the right, coupled with the high duty, to recognize and prepare him for additional obligations.”

 

     The Oregon Compulsory Education Act, the Court went on to state, “is an unreasonable interference with the liberty of the parents and guardians to direct the upbringing of the children and in that respect violates the Fourteenth Amendment.”

 

     The Pierce decision referred to Meyer v. Nebraska (1923) as a precedent that invalidated a state law which prohibited foreign language instruction for school children.  This decision clearly affirmed that the Constitution protects the preferences of the parent in education over those of the State.

 

     Numerous other Supreme Court decisions have upheld the right of the parents, one that conforms to the Principle of Subsidiarity, enunciated by Pope Pius XI in Quadragesimo Anno (1931).  Wisconsin v. Yoder (1972) stated that the “primary role of the parents in their upbringing of their children is now established beyond debate as an enduring American tradition.”  Quilloin v. Walcott (1978) declared:  “We have recognized on numerous occasions that the relationship between parent and child is constitutionally protected.”  Parham v. J. R. (1979) affirmed that “Our jurisprudence historically has reflected Western civilization concepts of the family as a unit with broad parental authority over minor children.  Our cases have consistently followed that course.”

 

     Thus, the Society of Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary defeated the Ku Klux Klan and was instrumental in restoring Catholic and other forms of private education in the state of Oregon.  The Pierce ruling was also a victory for universal thought, erroneously labeled by the Klan as “alien” or “foreign,” over insular thought that proved to be both tribal and truly un-American.

     Despite the Pierce decision, that appears to be both constitutional and just, it is wise not to idealize the U. S. Supreme Court and its members.  President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s first appointee to the Supreme Court was Hugo Black, who had joined the Ku Klux Klan in 1923.  Black had won election to the Senate with KKK support and remained politically indebted to the organization until the early 1930’s.

     In the 1989 Webster v. Reproductive Health Services decision, the U. S. Supreme Court used the notion of “freedom of personal choice in matters of marriage and family life” to justify abortion.  It reaffirmed Eisenstadt v. Baird (1972) which ruled that “the right of the individual, married or single, to be free from unwarranted government intrusion into matters so fundamentally affecting a person as the decision whether to bear or beget or abort a child.”  Yet, the protection of unborn life is not an “intrusion”.  The arbitrary use of this word presumes that it is the woman’s freedom to abort that must be protected and not the unborn child’s life.  Ironically, Webster buttressed its defense by citing (and more than once) the Pierce v. Society ruling.  The majority agreed that “Certainly the interests of a woman in giving of her physical and emotional self during pregnancy and the interests that will be affected throughout her life by the birth and raising of a child are of a far greater degree of significance and personal intimacy than the right to send a child to a private school protected in Pierce v. Society of Sisters, 268 U.S. 510 (1925), or the right to teach a foreign language protected in Meyer v. Nebraska, 262 U.S. 390 (1923).

     Catholic thinking, on the other hand, would find the notion of abortion as alien to the essence of marriage and the family, terms that have nothing but positive connotations.  One may recall Parham v. J. R. where the Court, affirming both Pierce and Meyer, stated that “Our jurisprudence historically has reflected Western civilization concepts of the family unit . . .” Is not abortion alien to the “family unit”?  By defining “liberty” as broadly as it did, the Webster, as it did in Roe, passed over the moral implications of abortion, regarding it as nothing more than a species of generic freedom.  Needless to say, not any free act whatsoever is constitutionally protected.  Moreover, it seems equally gratuitous to hold that an “interest,” in the language of the Court, can be greater than a “right”.  An interest may be indeed broad, but without necessarily being morally or politically justifiable.  Macbeth and his wife had a strong interest in attaining the throne and living happily thereafter as King and Queen.  But their “interest” hardly justified the murder of the elderly King Duncan.

     The Pierce decision did not regard ideas presented by private schools, specifically Catholic schools in the state of Oregon as un-American, that is, as alien to the education of Americans.  By implication, it ruled against the Klan’s position that Catholic ideas, because they are allegedly “foreign” to America, are in any way damaging.  Pierce is a victory for legitimate pluralism and a defeat for insular xenophobia.

     A series of Supreme Court decisions, beginning with Roe v. Wade in 1973, have consistently regarded the notion of “protection for the life of the unborn child” as both alien to the Constitution as well as alien to the protected freedom of the pregnant woman.  Consequently, this notion becomes, according to the deliberations of the Court, as “foreign” to justice for the unborn as the Klan in Oregon found Catholic ideas to be “foreign” to the Americanization of young students.

     The only judicially relevant notion of a “foreign idea” is one that is injurious to a person.  Catholic ideas are not injurious.  They are universal, enlightening, and capable of benefitting all people.  They are consonant with Greek philosophy, Roman law, Medieval theology, English literature, Italian poetry, and American jurisprudence.  They are essential ideas, and certainly not ideas that are confined to Catholics.

     In the Pierce v. Society decision, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of the dissemination of Catholic ideas.  But in focusing on “parental liberty” contained in that decision, however, subsequent Supreme Court decisions favoring abortion expropriated the Pierce rationale to their own purposes.  Thus the inconsistency of Supreme Court rulings comes into view.  In essence, Pierce ruled, contrary to the Klan, that private schooling does not impose foreign or un-American ideas on young students.  The Court reasoned that sending children to private schools is constitutionally protected.  Roe and subsequent abortion decisions, on the other hand, ruled that prohibiting a woman from having an abortion is foreign to the Constitution.  Yet the right to live can hardly be construed as foreign to the essential needs of the unborn child.  Pierce ruled that Catholic ideas are not un-American and not contrary to the Constitution, but the Supreme Court ruled later that they are not constitutional insofar as they demand justice of the unborn.

     Great ideas are timeless.  Yet even great ideas are subject to trends and fashions.  Does the present epoch favor liberty over justice?  Has it lost the wisdom necessary to balance these two great ideas?  Is the present culture selective in its adoption of great ideas?   

     Mortimer Adler, in his book, Six Great Ideas, distinguishes the “ideas we judge by” from the “ideas we act on”.  The first group includes Truth, Goodness, and Beauty.  The second group includes Liberty, Equality, and Justice.  Mindful of how easy it is for people to regard ideas as subjective, Professor Adler instructs his readers that the six great ideas he discusses are truly “six great objects of thought”.   His framework, therefore, is essentially realistic.  In fact, this sextet of ideas would not merit the adjective “Great” unless they were eminently realistic.

     Despite their traditional status as “great,” these ideas, nonetheless, in the present milieu, are not according greatness equally.  Truth is commonly a victim of relativism, and so is goodness.  Any person who claims to know a truth is regarded with suspicion.  The current trend encourages open-mindedness, even if that stance prohibits ever closing on a truth.  Goodness often appears arbitrary and elusive.  What is one man’s treasure is another man’s trash.  Beauty is simply dismissed as a reliable category because it is presumed to be entirely subjective.  “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder” as the saying goes.  In this way, the current fashion removes the greatness from this trio of great ideas.  As a result, Truth, Goodness, and Beauty have been culturally downgraded to mere opinion.

     The ideas of Liberty, Equality, and Justice, however, do remain in vogue.  In Planned Parenthood v. Casey, the Court spoke of “liberty” in both glowing and sweeping terms:  “At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of life.”  “Equality” has proved to be an invincible tool and most effective rallying cry for the feminist movement.  And everyone is a staunch advocate of “social justice”.  Meanwhile, Truth, Goodness, and Beauty continue to languish in the untrustworthy realm subjectivity.

     What seems largely ignored is the fact that by vitiating the “ideas we judge by,” we have inadvertently disabled the “ideas we act on”.  It is axiomatic that we should judge before we act, just as we should know before we choose.  The speculative, by nature, precedes the practical.  For example, it is impossible to act justly if one does not know the truth.  The word “verdict” is derived from verus (truth) and dicere (to speak).  The judgment as to whether the person charged in a court of law is or is not guilty must be based on truth.  In other words, the judge’s pronouncement is a way of acting justly by speaking the truth, that is, rendering his decision on the basis of the truth.  If there is no basis in truth, there can be no justice.  Similarly, a person is not free to be himself without affirming his own goodness.  Also, a person is not likely to be just unless he is good.  In fact, justice is an expression of goodness.  Finally, beauty is related to truth.  “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,” said Keats.  There is a splendor to truth, as well as to justice that is beautiful.  This is the common conviction of the ages.

     The great ideas do not contradict each other.  They are mutually harmonious.  In fact, they exist for each other.  They are synchronistic.  Perhaps another great idea is needed in order to bring these ideas into unity, that being wisdom.  Apart from wisdom, the great ideas will be in conflict with each other.  One result is that some of them will be regarded as “foreign,” while others will be apprised as “unfashionable” or even worse, as “politically incorrect”.

     Blessed Eulalie Durocher appears to be “a woman for all time,” as Pope John Paul II referred to her, because she held to the values of great ideas and did not capitulate to the trends and fashions of her time.  The extraordinary feature of great ideas is that they combine two things that appear to be eternally antagonistic to each other, namely, the present and the future, now and forever, life in the moment and in all the moments to come.  As C. S. Lewis put it, “All that is not eternal is eternally out of date.”
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