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There was a movement / fad in the discipline of history some time ago in which alternative 

historical scenarios were played out.  Conventions were held on the topic and books were 

written.  What if Hitler had won World War II?  What if the Vikings had not conquered lands far 

and wide?  What if the Muslims had not been stopped at the gates of Vienna?  What if the Cuban 

Missile Crisis had ignited a nuclear holocaust?  What if Luther had recanted at the Diet of 

Worms?  What if John F. Kennedy had stuck by his guns as a faithful Catholic instead of selling 

out his allegiance to the faith at the 1960 Texas Baptist Convention?  What if all those aborted 

children had been born?  It takes knowledge and imagination to play the game, but the many 

consequences of every historical step and misstep are quickly appreciated as the unfolding of the 

alternatives is attempted. 

We are at a turning point in American history.  Anybody with any knowledge of history, 

religious or political, will tell you that this is a dramatic moment in our history.  Images of 

persecution from the past, Mexican, communist, Nazi or ancient Roman are culled for 

comparisons.  The game is already being played.  The use of the media and state 

communications to propose lies as truth, to suppress demographic numbers and health impact of 

abortion, to exaggerate the virtues of a secularist view and the vices of religious experience as 

well as to do the opposite, suppress the truth about abortion or religious persecution while 

ignoring the vices of a secularist/socialist emerging world, reminds us of the power of 

governments to construct an illusion and support it with a constant barrage of wearying 

messages.  The Nazis did it. The Soviets were famous for it.  Vladimir Putin seems to be willing 

to continue to do it.  The frontal assault on the Roman Catholic Church by this administration 

and its supporters, especially the supporters of the LBGT and Planned Parenthood talking 

points is of a single fabric with these propaganda machines of old.  Truth is trivialized and 

unhinged from its place as the governor of the national conversation so that any proposal can be 

declared true.  Words are redefined.  See George Orwell’s Animal Farm for further discussion of 

the role of illusion in government power brokering.  Clearly one historical alternative is being 

presented as a shiny and new thing, full of promise and life, only absent religious tolerance, or in 

their view, religious annoyance. 

It is not difficult then to imagine the alternative histories which could emerge from this next 

election.  Either the Church will continue to operate in this nation as a free institution, an actor in 

the public square of ideas and solutions, or it will not.  If the HHS mandate stands, and more 

such legislation follows, the Church will become a virtually banned and persecuted institution.  It 

will grow internally in strength and clarity of message as it faces focused opposition, but that gift 

will be increasingly lost on the nation as a whole.  Public opinion and favor will likely follow 

government dispositions toward the Church.  It will be shorn of its institutions (schools, 

hospitals, adoptions agencies, universities, food pantries, immigration assistance offices, soup 

kitchens, etc.), and it will be trimmed of many of its members. There will be betrayals within the 

Church, scandalizing the faithful, as there were during the Christian persecutions under 

the Roman Emperor Nero and Diocletian.  The Lord predicted and promised as much, so this 
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historical alternative cannot come with many surprises.  We will grow as the Church has in every 

era during periods of persecution and distress.  America, however, will be poorer for the loss of 

Catholic culture, from art, architecture, music, theater and literature to sports and the intellectual 

tradition of Catholicism.  The diversity of opinions allowed in the public discussion of laws and 

decisions will have only one thing in common: they will not be Catholic and will not have that 

direct and immediate link to the sources of Western Civilization that the Catholic Church is and 

has always brought to any national discussion, from abortion to the treatment of minorities, the 

weak and vulnerable or victims.  The left forgets the roots of their heroes are almost all traceable 

to the Church.  Absent the uniquely Catholic/Christian gift of ‘mercy’ to the political and 

national conversation, the history we might imagine will be increasingly course, ruthless and 

centered on the acquisition of power rather than being person centered as the Church has always 

been as a result of its Founder and Sustainer. 

The other alternative is a turn toward our American tradition and constitutionally protected habit 

of religious freedom and tolerance.  The Church in the United States will keep her institutions 

and allowed to extend her service to Americans, Catholic and non-Catholic according to the 

understandings of right and wrong which our faith holds to be true for all.  The Roman Catholic 

Church will be as welcome as Moveon.org in the public square of ideas and solutions.  We will 

not abort our young.  We will not vacate the fruitfulness of our sexual activity with artificial 

contraception and maybe most fundamentally, we will not ordain our elected officials to teach us 

right and wrong.  We will continue our religious life as a messy Church, filled with a wide 

variety of saints and sinners well mixed at every level of the Church, but we will continue to be 

engaged with the whole of the nation in the future of the country.  The many gifts which 

Catholicism brings to the nation will continue to be received by the United States, wholly or 

partially.  The road to salvation will continue to be a shared path for Catholics and the rest of the 

citizens of this nation.  Engagement and participation will be the future this alternative offers 

rather than isolation and ghettoization. 

Frankly, either path has its virtues and vices.  Both paths have been traveled by the Church in the 

past.  Given the scandalous positions of most prominent Catholics in this last half century, one 

wonders whether we deserve a place of engagement and participation.  Our relative inactivity, 

until recent years, in the face of 50 million abortions is breathtaking.  Catholics united on this 

issue would have changed the course of history, one of the most desired ‘historical alternatives’ 

playing we could imagine.  Our opting for American secularism over doctrinal faithfulness has 

resulted in a weak, dissenting Church that may not be up to the challenge before us.  Maybe a 

good pruning is in order? 

But America without an engaged Church is a sad prospect, not only for the Church, but 

especially for America.  We live for others, not just ourselves.  Inclusion, participation, 

engagement and mercy have always been the first choice of Christians and, frankly, of the 

Lord.  Nobody chooses persecution, isolation and disengagement from their nation.  No matter 

what corrections might be made by such an alternative, our choice is to, as Thomas Jefferson 

would say, ‘take the axe by the smooth end’ and look forward to the peaceful civil life for which 

Christians of every era have prayed. 



Still, playing the ‘historical alternatives game’ is a fruitful exercise.  Others may play it 

differently than I have posted here, but it helps to clarify where we think we are going and what 

kind of future we think we are constructing by our choices.  The election is close and there truly 

is a great deal at stake.  The future does not take care of itself: it is created by choices and 

alternatives imagined and embraced.  The intentional exclusion of the Church from our national 

life would be a national tragedy, not just a Church loss.  The one alternative that cannot be 

imagined is a Church untrue to herself.  Anything else is possible.  Just imagine. 

 


