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Editorial • Wounded by Beauty 

 
In his book On the Way to Jesus Christ Pope Benedict XVI 

has a meditation quite fitting for Lent on the paradox of 
Christ‘s beauty (―You are the fairest of the children of men‖) 
and his deformity as the suffering servant (―He had neither 
beauty nor majesty, nothing to attract our eyes.‖). 

Reflecting on this, he shows how the mystery of Christ‘s 
passion serves to widen our understanding of beauty: ―In the 
suffering Christ [the believer] also learns that the beauty of 
truth also involves wounds, pain, and even the obscure 
mystery of death.‖  

This, in fact, is the answer to the objection that beauty 
has no place in a post-Auschwitz world, for in the Crucified 
Christ, who is the fairest of men, we move beyond a simply 
harmonious concept of beauty: ―Precisely in this Face that is 
so disfigured, there appears the genuine, the ultimate beauty: 
the beauty of love that goes ‗to the very end‘ and thus proves 
to be mightier than falsehood and violence. Whoever has 
perceived this beauty knows that truth after all, and not 
falsehood, is the ultimate authority of the world.‖ 

This encounter with beauty can take place in a true 
contemplation of (or perhaps guided by) the best works of 
Christian art: ―Looking at ... the great masterpieces of 
Christian art, leads us on an interior way, a way of 
transcendence, and thus brings us, in this purification of sight 
that is a purification of the heart, face to face with beauty, or 
at least with a ray of it. In this way it brings us into contact 
with the power of the truth.‖ It is in hopes of starting our 
readers on this way that we present some of the pieces in this 
edition.  

The Pope closes his reflection pointing out that 
Dostoevsky‘s ―Beauty will save us‖ refers specifically to 
Christ. ―He it is whom we must learn to see. If we cease to 
know him only through words but are struck by the arrow of 
his paradoxical beauty, then we will truly come to know him 
and will no longer merely know about him at secondhand. 
Then we will have encountered the beauty of truth, of 
redeeming truth.‖ Our hope for each of our  readers this Lent 
is that they be wounded by the arrow of that Beauty.  
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T he Entombment of Christ, completed in 
1507, was painted by Rafael Santi. The scene 
shows the dead Christ being carried by Joseph 

of Arimathea and Nicodemus to the threshold of his 
tomb. He is surrounded by Peter, John and Mary 
Magdalene who are mourning him. Behind the group 
is a second group of figures in which Mary is fainting 
into the arms of Mary the wife of Cleopas, and of 
Mary and Martha the sisters of Lazarus. They are all 
distraught by the loss. 

The painting was commissioned by Atalanta 
Baglioni in memory of her son, Grifonetto, who was 
killed in July 1500 in the family‘s dispute over control 
of Perugia. Originally in the family‘s private chapel in 
Perugia, the painting was secretly moved to Rome, 
and a copy later supplanted its former location. Rafael 
painted this during his time in Florence when he was 
adopting some of Michelangelo‘s style, visible in the 
muscular anatomy of the arm and back of the man 
near the feet of Christ. Several sketches demonstrate 
the development of this work. 

The first question to ask is why Rafael chose this 
scene instead of the lamentation over Christ as the 
first sketches show. The family, the mother 
especially, was very distraught over the death of 
Grifonetto. The portrayal of the lamentation would 
convey the pain they were suffering, but it would 
offer no respite and perhaps be overwhelming for 
such a sensitive situation. The crucifixion scene 
would likewise be very harsh as a reminder of their 
son‘s death. The resurrection of Lazarus would give 
a false expectation, since their son would surely not 

come to life again here on earth, and therefore it 
would not identify with the family at all. An image of 
the communion of saints would surely lead the 
family to dwell hopefully on Grifonetto‘s eternal 
dwelling, but it would not identify with the grief that 
the commissioner was enduring. The portrayal of 
Christ being brought into the tomb, on the other 
hand, relates with the family‘s grief but also leads 
them toward hope in Christ‘s resurrection. While 
acknowledging their present pain, it seems to say 
that there is something more to look forward to 
beyond it. 

Mary Magdalene‘s composure shows her deep 

Entombing Despair 
Andrew Tevald, LC 
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love for her Lord. It is her tender emotion that grips 
the viewer. However, the Virgin Mary‘s sorrow is 
separated from that of everyone around her as if 
there were an uncrossable chasm in-between them. 

There is no way to understand what her soul is going 
through. She is on a completely different level. A 
mother‘s grief for her dead son is more than anyone 
else can comprehend. Magdalene‘s sorrow can be 
understood by her gentle gestures and her reverent 
love. We can see the exasperation in Nicodemus. 
Mary, however, is no longer aware of her physical 
surroundings, not in a state of unconscious 
equilibrium, but rather so overwhelmed that she is 
cut off from everything around her. No one can start 
to understand the anguish her soul is in. 

The painting is an invitation to mourning 
divorced from despair. Although the situation is 
heavy and sad, Rafael does not convey despair but 
rather serene sorrow. Even Mary‘s deep sorrow is 
not an ugly description. The painting is gripping and 
yet moderate; heart-wrenching, and yet peaceful. 
There is great sorrow at Christ‘s death, but there is a 
hint of the resurrection in the tomb on the left. 
Through the painting Rafael is telling us that in the 
heart-wrenching moments of life when we suffer 
grievously from the loss of a loved one, we should 
take them up with hope in the resurrection. Mary 
and the disciples of Christ are grief-stricken, but they 
are not wallowing in hopelessness. Death is not the 
end, and therefore we should not fall into despair. 
The greatest tragedy of all time gave birth to the 
resurrection of Christ through which we will all be 
raised to eternal life. 

Perhaps this painting tells us something about 
Raphael himself. It is clear that he has a 
compassionate heart that can relate to others‘ 
suffering, formed conceivably in the experience of 
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losing his own parents  at age eleven. He remains an 
optimist at heart though, offering comfort in the 
most trying of circumstances.  

It is Raphael‘s deep understanding of the human 
drama of the scene, a scene played out in so many 
lives, that made this piece a recognized masterpiece 
even in its own day. Indeed, Vasari himself can 
hardly do enough to sing its praises, and we will 
allow his summary to speak for itself: 

―In this most divine picture there is a Dead 
Christ being borne to the Sepulcher, executed with 
such freshness and such loving care, that is seems to 
the eye to have been only just painted. In the 
composition of this work, Raffaello imagined to 
himself the sorrow that the nearest and most 

affectionate relatives of the dead one feel in laying to 
rest the body of him who has been their best 
beloved, and on whom, in truth, the happiness, 
honor, and welfare of a whole family have depended. 
Our Lady is seen in a swoon; and the heads of all the 
figures are very gracious in their weeping, 
particularly that of St. John, who, with his hands 
clasped, bows his head in such a manner as to move 
the hardest heart in pity. And in truth, whoever 
considers the diligence, love, art and grace shown by 
this picture, has great reason to marvel, for it amazes 
all who behold it, what with the air of the figures, 
the beauty of the draperies, and in short, the 
supreme excellence that it reveals in every part.‖  

 



H ans Holbein the younger came to England in 
1526. He owed this chance to his good 
friend the scholar Erasmus, who also was the 

friend of an English nobleman and scholar, Sir Thomas 
More. He would remain in England for two years and 
gain favor with Henry VIII, making the decorations for 
a celebration at Greenwich, but more importantly set-
ting himself up as a portrait painter for the English no-
ble and higher clergy.   

During this time Lutheranism was spreading about 
Holbein‘s native Germany. He had to face the question 
of whether he would remain faithful to the Church or 
follow the ways of the world around him. In England, 
there was the beginning of the schism blowing about 
and Holbein‘s friend, Sir Thomas More had to start to 
contemplate similar questions.  

The portrait that Holbein did of More during this 
time—the spring and summer months of 1527—show 
the More who would face the maelstrom of the English 
Tudor court‘s ambitious schemes, lustful secrets, loot-
ing, bloodletting, ambition, and disregard for anyone 
who stood in the way to power and pride. It is the por-
trait of a man who had every ability to rise high in 
power and did so, but refused to remain in favor and 
climb higher once it meant going against his principles 
and his faith.  

More wears only the gold chain which belonged to 
his office, a simple ring with an inset bloodstone for 
jewelry, and a quiet, yet rich fur garment with velvet 
sleeves. Other portraits by Holbein show men and 
women bedecked in gold jewelry and wearing jewel 
studded hats and clothing. More seems to want a qui-

eter dignity. He rejects the glare and pompousness of 
his fellow nobles and the king, and embraces a distin-
guished poverty. He has a few days stubble on his chin. 
Erasmus wrote that Thomas cared little for his appear-
ance, yet Holbein paints him halfway between caring 
and not caring, a man who wanted to give dignity to 
his office, yet was not willing to let himself be drawn 

Holbein‘s Sir Thomas More 
Michael Fenzl, LC 

Holbein’s Sir Thomas More at the Frick Collection, New York 
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into the pomp and human respect of his time. He re-
fused to do so even when it would cost him his title 
and his life. He was a man of principled poverty. 

The heavy and thick gold chain bearing the Tudor 
rose is the emblem of his office as the Chancellor of the 
Duchy of Lancaster (More was not yet Lord Chancel-
lor of England). He was a rising man in the kingdom 
and was recognized as a scholar and a man of wisdom 
(thus the connection with Erasmus and thus Holbein 
painting him). He was a loyal subject of his king. He 
had things going his way. Yet in More‘s eyes one does 
not see the ambition of some court flatterer. One sees 
the eyes of a man willing to use his talent for the good 
of those around him. He knows that these talents are a 
gift of God for him to use for others‘ good, not his. He 
had already done so conspicuously well in 1521. In that 
year, Henry had written a treatise that attacked that 
the heresies of Martin Luther. In response the former 
monk had written an attack calling the king a liar and a 
pig worthy of being covered in dung. The king had 
More write the response to this attack in the same foul 
language. More showed what type of scholar he was by 

doing so in superb Latin. His talents were at the ser-
vice of the king. When the king needed him, he was 
willing to serve. He was a loyal subject. 

More‘s face is beginning to show his forty-nine 
years in his faintly wrinkled face and the slight streaks 
of grey in his hair. He is over the midway point of life. 
It does not seem that he regrets anything of what he 
has done. He has a inner peace and interior life. This is 
what will keep him going in the years to come.      

Then there is that pensive look. More looks for-
ward. He looks ready. He does not seem a warrior 
hero type, but more a man who is ready to battle in the 
intellectual and spiritual field. He knows where he 
stands there. He is not to budge from this stance. If he 
were on a ship or a dock one would think he were 
looking out to sea. He has heard the whispered gossip 
of the troubles brewing between Henry and Rome. He 
can envision what may occur. He is ready for what may 
come, and he will take it head on.  

Holbein seems to appreciate More in the way that 
he paints him (especially when compared with his por-
trait of Cromwell, which hangs across from More at 

Did he forget to shave? Erasmus 
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the Frick Collection in New York). One must remem-
ber the times that Holbein was going through in Ger-
many. The protestant revolt had broken out and many 
were forced to compromise or face consequences. 
People had to choose between remaining were they 
were by accepting the new faith or being dropped from 
the opinion of all around them, and possibly exiled or 
even physically punished. More looks ready to remain 
strong through the storm that could be faintly seen on 
the horizon of England‘s faith. Holbein looked up to 
More as a man who would remain faithful, one Hol-
bein himself could follow as an example in his upcom-
ing struggles of choosing what to believe. More had 
much more to lose than Holbein: wealth, honor, pres-
tige, and high rank in the kingdom. Holbein was a little 
more than a recognized painter with good friends and 
connections. If More was willing to go so far to stand 
for what he believed when he had so much, then why 
could not Holbein do so too? Holbein seems to admire 
More for this, yet was not willing to go so far himself.  

Holbein‘s masterful portrait of Sir Thomas More 
shows his appreciation of the heroic principles and faith  
of that great man, an appreciation that stopped short of 
following his example. The world needs more people 
willing to follow More‘s example of principled pov-
erty, loyalty, inner strength, and above all courage in 
the face of evil.    

Holbein’s Henry VIII 



R ogier van der Weyden 
was born in Northern 
Europe around year 

1400 AD. He was trained by 
Robert Campin and Jan van 
Eyck, the best of the preceding 
Northern Renaissance painters, 
and began his career in his late 
twenties. Van der Weyden 
became the most influential 

painter of his time in Northern Europe, and his success 
in painting at the court of the duke of Burgundy popu-
larized his style of clear and intense emotional energy. 

Van der Weyden‘s style is splendidly shown in his 
―Deposition,‖ painted in 1435. The scene is replete 
with mourning figures, and yet each mourns in a dis-
tinct way. Van der Weyden is a master of communicat-
ing emotional depth. He portrays with clarity the fren-
zied mourning of Mary Magdalene on the right, the 
stifled, yet agonizing anguish of St. John on the left, 
and Mary‘s total identification with the suffering of 
Christ in the center. He explores the ways people suf-
fer with a grace and clarity that make him worthy of 
the title of master. 

First let us examine the scene as a whole. There is 
a general lack of unity among the mourners. Each 
seems to be doing his part in taking Christ from the 
cross, and yet their faces show each of them discon-
nected from the scene by their own grief. This partici-
pation, yet withdrawal from reality artfully portrays 
what everyone in their own way goes through when 
coping with suffering. They often feel as if they are 

alone no matter how many are suffering right at their 
side. It seems Van der Weyden is inviting us not to get 
lost in our own suffering, but to open our eyes in com-
passion to those suffering all around us, particularly to 
the suffering of Christ and Mary, who are bearing the 
greatest burden of suffering out of love for us. 

Four figures stand out in the painting. Van der 
Weyden brings them out by color and by their body 
language. Christ stands out in the center through his 
pale nakedness and his limp position. Mary stands out 
in vibrant blue under Christ‘s body. St. John stands out 
in his rich red, and Mary Magdalene in her purple and 
red, as well as her frantic posture. The other figures 
blend into the background, showing their grief in more 
or less restrained manners. These four prominent fig-
ures shed light on how man suffers. 

First Van der Weyden directs our attention to the 
suffering of Christ. No one will ever suffer as Christ 
did, and this painting makes it clear. No one else is 
naked. No one else is crowned with thorns. No one 
else is bloody, and no one else has been brutally tor-
tured and murdered. The other members of the scene 
only share to some degree in the suffering of Christ. In 
suffering we can never forget that we will never suffer 
more than Christ. Our suffering is some small sharing 
in his.  

Next our attention is drawn to Mary. Our Blessed 
Mother shows us the climax of compassion, of suffer-
ing with Christ. Her body falls limp, mirroring the 
posture of her crucified son. In this way, Van der Wey-
den shows that Mary was one with Christ in his suffer-
ing.  

Dain Scherber, LC 

Compassion 
A Lesson of Suffering in Van Der  Weyden’s “Deposition”  
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Half of the spectators have their attention on 
Mary: St John, Nicodemus in his gold robes, the man 
behind Nicodemus with the myrrh, and the woman in 
green, perhaps Salome; the other half is focused on 
Christ: Joseph of Arimathea, gently lowering the limp 
body of Christ, the angel at the top of the painting, the 
woman in black and white, perhaps the wife of Clo-
phas, and Mary Magdalene. Christ is the protagonist of 
redemption, but Van der Weyden shows how impor-
tant Mary‘s role was. Half the scene is focused on her. 

Then comes Mary Magdalene. She shows us the 
unrestrained suffering of a passionate lover. She is still 
wearing the garments of her sinful past. She wrings her 
hands, bows her head, and squeezes her eyes shut. We 
feel with her that our hearts are about to break, unable 
to bear the sorrow of losing the beloved. Christ died to 
wipe away her sins, and she knows it. So we must 
share in her sorrow at causing such suffering to the Son 
of God. 

Finally there is St. John. Though the only apostle 
to not suffer martyrdom, he appears 
here in red. His face shows he is under-
going his interior martyrdom now. His 
eyes are red with tears. His face is vio-
lently fighting back uncontrolled weep-
ing. His cloak flutters back suggesting 
that he has just stooped down quickly to 

catch our fainting Blessed Mother. John‘s eyes aren‘t 
focused on Christ or Mary, but the ground. It seems 
the scene is just too much for him to bear. He can‘t 
bear to see what happened to Christ, and yet it is all 
the more unbearable to see the suffering of Mary and 
not be able to do anything about it. We often feel just 
as sorry for those grieving as for the one deceased, and 
our sorrow is only exacerbated by our inability to alle-
viate the pain. 

Van der Weyden artfully provides us a mirror into 
suffering, and in particular, into the suffering at the 
foot of the cross. In the facial expressions, the tense 
postures, the limpness, and the color he portrays a 
scale of suffering. Everyone is cut to the core by the 
loss of the Redeemer, but they  show it according to 
their temperament as well as their relationship with 
the Lord. Some are hysterical and unrestrained in the 
way they suffer, some are more reserved and distant, 
and some, like Mary, suffer so much that they resem-
ble Christ himself, suffering for the redemption of the 

world. The painting draws our hearts 
into the scene as a Magdalene or a John. 
It softens our heart, makes us experience 
what it was like at the foot of the cross, 
and moves us to suffer with (have 
―com‖passion for) Jesus and Mary. 



R ecently I was walking through the reception 
area here in Cheshire. The receptionist was 
standing at the desk, trying to explain to 

someone how to send a certain package.  
―Well, you just…. I mean, it‘s like…yeah. You just 

need to, well…it‘s going to…‖ 
Overhearing, I couldn‘t help wondering if we spoke 

the same language. It took me about seventeen seconds 
to walk through the room, and during that whole time 
the receptionist said nothing of substance. 

A few days later I came to lunch and found two 
pitchers on the table. One held water; the other, an 
inky, opaque pink juice. I chose the water without too 
much deliberation. That finished, the brother next to 
me offered me the pink stuff. Eyeing it dubiously, I 
asked him what it was. 

―It‘s, like, sort of, a juice.‖  
That didn‘t make me any more eager to try it. I 

opted for a second glass of water.   
Back in 2005 when I went to the March for Life 

with a group from my parish, we visited the US Senate 
offices. During the tour one of the group got lost, and as 
we searched a message popped up on our cell phone: 
―where r u?‖ At least she remembered the question 
mark. 

These are but a sampling of a rampant linguistic 
sloppiness. I am quite sure (unfortunately) that anyone 
could cite similar examples. Let us begin with a brief 
overview of some typical aberrations. 

First on the list would have to be the proliferation of 
meaningless words (or, perhaps better, assorted noises 
and grunts) generously scattered through the spoken 
tongue. Like, well, I mean, just, er, um, uh, you know, 

really, kind of, sort of, to name a few.  It‘s hard to talk 
to anyone without hearing a slew of these.  

Another trouble is the want of precise description. 
―Give me one of those things over there.‖ ―Look at this 
thing.‖ Or a gem I heard recently: ―Let‘s have, like, one 
of those meeting things.‖ Thing, thing, thing. It‘s 
woefully vague. Similar culprits are stuff, guy, idea, and 
so on. Rather than think of an accurate word for what 
they wish to say, many simply fall back on one of these 
generalities. Either they really aren‘t sure of what they 
want to express, or they don‘t want to think of how to 
express that clearly.  

A final fault I will mention is laziness in the written 
(or better, typed) word. E-mail and texting are fertile 
breeding grounds for such blunders. We see short forms 
like r for are, 4 for for, four, and fore, u for you, b for 
be. Capitalization is likewise neglected. (―english is a 
germanic language.‖) Punctuation too suffers 
problems—often it is either improper (―What are you 
doing.‖ ―I asked if he had the book?‖) or, more 
frequently, omitted altogether.  

Enough of negative examples. What is the cause of 
this confusion? I think three deficiencies can be noted: 
lack of thought, lack of industry, and lack of interest. I 
don‘t mean to say that everyone who speaks or writes in 
the manner I‘ve described has these deficiencies; indeed, 
they are so widespread that they are picked up by habit 
without one‘s even realizing it. All the same, they do 
have much to do with the explosion of slovenly 
language. 

To start off, we see lack of thought. People don‘t 
think of what they really want to say, and so it comes 
out as gibberish. ―It‘s, um, like, well…I don‘t know. 

It‘s English to Me 
The Destruction of a Language 

Joshua Gregor, LC 
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It‘s just that…it‘s this thing.‖ Such speech isn‘t even 
worth the effort—it communicates nothing.  A speaker 
should think of what he wishes to say, and say it. Not 
only will he save time and sharpen his mind, but he will 
also make himself far better understood. Plus he‘ll 
sound much more civilized.  

Closely linked with lack of thought is lack of 
industry, otherwise known as laziness. It‘s too hard to 
worry about being clear and correct, so let‘s just forget 
about it. It‘s so much quicker to type r than are—who 
cares that the short one is wrong? Such thoughts may be 
subconscious, but they‘re there. Good language versus 
sloppy language is like a seven-
course meal versus fast food. 
Sloppy language is quicker, and it 
may get the job done in the 
moment, but it‘s not nearly as 
satisfying and hasn‘t the least 
semblance of healthfulness. In 
addition, as E.B. White points 
out in The Elements of Style, the 
short forms are often self-
defeating. White has us suppose 
that, for the sake of brevity, the 
author decides to write tho 
rather than though. With the 
latter, the reader skims it 
quickly, giving no thought to its 
needless complexity; with the former, the reader pauses 
momentarily, stopped by the unfamiliar form. The 
writer has defeated his own purpose.  

 The third cause, even more basic than the first 
two, is lack of interest. Sloppy speakers and typists just 
don‘t care that they‘re sloppy. They don‘t mind that 
slovenly language evinces irresponsibility and 
unprofessionalism. This is due in large part to modern 
popular culture, which often doesn‘t give such qualities 
much value.  Being sloppy is ―in.‖ But (fortunately for 
the defenders of language) in the professional sphere—
business, politics, and the like—these qualities are 
needed. ―Um, well, I think the economy might be, you 
know, improving. So, like, vote for me.‖ That won‘t cut 
it in a political speech. If people never learn real English, 
they‘ll be sorely disappointed in the professional world. 

Lastly, bad language itself becomes a cause of more 
bad language. George Orwell, in a delightful 1945 essay 
entitled Politics and the English Language, puts it very 
well. It‘s a rather extensive passage, but I think it‘s 
worth quoting at length:  

 

―Now, it is clear that the decline of a language must 
ultimately have political and economic causes; it is not 
due simply to the bad influence of this or that individual 
writer. But an effect can become a cause, reinforcing the 
original cause and producing the same effect in 
intensified form, and so on indefinitely. A man may take 
to drink because he feels himself to be a failure, and then 
fail all the more completely because he drinks. It is rather 
the same thing that is happening to our English language. 
It becomes ugly and inaccurate because our thoughts are 
foolish, but the slovenliness of our language makes it 
easier for us to have foolish thoughts. The point is that 
the process is reversible. Modern English…is full of bad 

habits which spread by imitation and 
which can be avoided if one is 
willing to take the necessary trouble. 
If one gets rid of these habits one can 
think more clearly, and to think 
clearly is a necessary first step 
toward political regeneration; so 
that the fight against bad English is 
not frivolous and is not the exclusive 
concern of professional writers.‖  
 

Well said, Mr. Orwell.  
Orwell was dealing exclusively 
with the political effects of sloppy 
language, but what he states can 
be extended to other areas as 
well. Politics would indeed 

benefit greatly from the clarity of thought that good 
language fosters, but so would economics, education, 
religion, family life, science, history, and so on. What is 
needed is interest, the real desire for correctness, 
crispness, and precision in our speech and writing. We 
need to realize the good that good language can do. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne once wrote, ―Language—
human language—after all, is but little better than the 
croak or cackle of fowls, and other utterances of brute 
nature—sometimes not so adequate.‖ Some of the 
today‘s garbled jargon comes disconcertingly close to 
this appraisal. But all is not lost. Language is one of 
man‘s most admirable faculties, one in which his 
dominion over creation shows most clearly. This faculty 
must be cultivated, it must be brought out in its full 
splendor. So, like, speak right, you know what I mean? 

Or better, indeed, far better, in the words of 
Shakespeare, ―Mend your speech a little, lest it mar your 
fortune.‖ 



T imes of trial and suffering bring out the best 
and the worst in man. When we think of the 
wars and conflicts of the last century that 

gouged deep divisions across Europe and the entire 
world, their size and compass boggle us. The genocides 
of the Armenians and the Jews, the massacre of men in 
super-battles like D-Day or the Somme, and daring 
feats by soldiers and civilians of both sides showed us at 
once the depths and heights of which man is capable. 
But it is also worthwhile to look through history, be-
yond these more recent memories, upon events that 
are unknown to many, yet show how similar we are 
today to men of antiquity. 

The war that devastated the people 
of Greece for nearly thirty years shows, 
albeit on a smaller scale, how deeply 
rooted the ideals of virtue and the ten-
dency toward vice are in man‘s nature. 
This war, called the Peloponnesian War 
today, fell upon the Greeks of the late 
5th century before Christ, nearly 2,500 
years ago. Despite being so far removed 
from us in time, the men who shaped 
and fought in that war could just as eas-
ily have been on opposite sides of the 
wars just before our own time, so simi-
lar were their thoughts, the values that drove them, 
and, ultimately the sort of things that they did to one 
another. 

Charismatic men on both sides like Archidamus of 
the Spartans or Pericles of the Athenians led their peo-
ple into the war. From their words and speeches, re-

corded by the historian Thucydides, we 
can see that both men understood hu-
man nature when it came to times of 
war and strife. Archidamus, in his ad-
dress to the Spartans in the debate to 
declare war, warned them about their 
over-enthusiasm. 
―And you will find, if you look carefully 
into the matter, that this present war 
which you are now discussing is not 
likely to be anything on a small scale…I 
fear that it is more likely that we shall 
be leaving [this war] to our children 

after us.‖  
The same furor that seized the men of Sparta at the 

outset of the Peloponnesian War, the enthusiasm for 
their cause, their high hopes of victory, would seize 
men for centuries afterward. It is part of human na-
ture, and equally part of man‘s nature is the rapid ebb 

The Peloponnesian War 
Daniel Carter, LC 

The war that 

devastated the people 

of Greece for nearly 

thirty years shows how 

deeply rooted the 

ideals of virtue and the 

tendency toward vice 

are in man‘s nature.  
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of such a tide of excitement. Pericles 
expressed this in his speech in Athens 
before a Spartan ultimatum. 

―Athenians…I am against making 
any concessions to the Peloponne-
sians, even though I am aware that the 
enthusiastic state of mind in which 
people are persuaded to enter upon a 
war is not retained when it comes to 
action, and that people‘s minds are 
altered by the course of events.‖  

He would deal with the quickly 
changing emotions of his people after 
two years of war, hardship, and 
plague. He had to speak to the Atheni-
ans, for their spirit was low and they 
were turning against him for bringing 
them to war. 

―It is you who have changed. 
What has happened is this: you took 
my advice when you were still un-
touched by misfortune and repented 
of your action when things went badly 
with you; it is because your own reso-
lution is weak that my policy appears 
to you to be mistaken.‖  

These are familiar sentiments that 
men will always experience – an ini-
tial enthusiasm, followed by some 
unforeseen difficulty that threatens to 
break their resolution to continue. It 
has always been the leader‘s duty to remind the people 
of the meaning of their struggle and to raise their spir-
its to endure their hardships. The words of Churchill 
or Roosevelt were often echoes of what men of antiq-
uity had already said as they dealt with the same prob-
lems, the same weaknesses. 

For the people of that epoch, the war between 
Athens and Sparta was a world war. It went beyond all 
their experience of local and isolated battles that set-
tled disputes between the city-states of 5th century 
Greece. The span and duration of the war changed the 
way men thought and acted; laws and customs, once 
considered sacred and inviolable, were cast aside. Old 
friendships and alliances were consumed in the flames, 
and factions within a single city killed each other in 
cold blood. Athens, wracked by a virulent plague in 
the first years of the war, saw her citizens abandon holy 

traditions and leave the dead and dy-
ing unattended and unburied. Men 
forsook their belief in the gods, since 
those who prayed to them died in the 
same way as those who didn‘t. The 
city of Plataea, where Xerxes had 
been defeated and which the Spartans 
had sworn to protect and cherish as an 
ally forever, found itself attacked and 
ultimately annihilated by the sons of 
those same Spartans because Plataea 
had determined to stay faithful to its 
alliance with Athens. The island of 
Corcyra, whose actions contributed to 
starting the war in the first place, was 
later the scene of horrific civil strife, 
when the oligarchic faction attempted 
to hand the city over to Corinth, an 
ally of Sparta. The democratic party in 
the city fought back and captured and 
killed their fellow citizens through 
deception, even as they clung to altars 
for sanctuary. This instance, as Thucy-
dides remarks, would be repeated in 
cities all over the Greek world. The 
war threw all that the Greeks held 
sacred into question. 
In this the Greeks were no different 
than men of our own day. The scale 
has increased and technology has ad-
vanced, but man is still man. Under a 

helmet of bronze or of Kevlar, charging across the 
beaches of Attica or of Normandy, he‘s subject to the 
same motivations and fears. He is proved in extreme 
circumstances. What is strong in him lends support, 
and what is weak gives way. This is what history 
teaches us. It shows us how men before us lived and 
acted, and we learn that they weren‘t so different back 
then. We can see what held true for men in different 
times and places, gleaning for our benefit their lessons. 
This is ultimately one of the greatest values of history – 
that, aware of the decisions of men in the past, we may 
hold to the principles we believe in when our moments 
of trial inevitably come. 

Under a helmet of bronze 

or of Kevlar, charging 

across the beaches of 

Attica or of Normandy, 

man is subject to the 

same motivations and 

fears. 

Pericles 



Andres Colmenares, LC 

I  was really happy I was missing classes. We all 
were. Terrible things might havve been happening 
out there, but I was simply enjoying the fact that I 

didn‘t have to wake up early to go to school. The 
situation had been unstable for the past 5 years. Or, 
had it been? President Hugo Chavez had legitimately 
won the elections back in 1999 and, from that day on, 
he had been stably changing the course of the country 
but, with it, also the course of many lives. 

Being only sixteen I didn‘t follow politics closely. I 
constantly heard the complaints and arguments of my 
parents, relatives, friends, politicians, and priests, but 
honestly, nothing in my day-to-day way of life had 
changed. 

―He is reducing us all to poverty!‖ some would say, 
but my friends would still have the latest models of 
cars, and I personally never lacked anything. 

―He is taking away every type of freedom…‖ 
others would argue, but in the blossom of our teen 
years we still spent every Saturday at the beach, 
travelled, bought things, watched cable TV, and spoke 
about whatever we wanted. 

―Seventy two is the death toll for this weekend in 
Caracas alone…‖the newspaper would read on any 
ordinary Monday. Yes, many were dying, but last time 
I had been to a funeral was four years earlier after my 
grandmother‘s death. 

Not only did I not understand the seriousness of 
the matter, but I also simply saw it as part of life, part 
of my country‘s situation (I had been brought up under 
the typical Latin American government: always 
infested with corruption). My friends and I saw it as 

something normal, so we just made the best of it. 
Protests in the streets, which we were having at least 
once a month, had become more of a social gathering 
where one could go protest, feel patriotic for a while, 
meet friends and actually get some exercise in for the 
weekend. They were also pretty big, more than once 
gathering over 2 million people: a tricolor human river 
marching down the main highways of the capital. 
That‘s what it would look like, with people waving the 
yellow, blue and red Venezuelan flag as they chanted 
against the president and the incompetent regime. 
Still, dangerous situations could arise as government 
forces would try to dissolve such gatherings. But all 
this just added to the excitement of participating in 
one. As long as you had food and liquid to keep you 
hydrated under the scorching sun, a good pair of 
sneakers that would last the sometimes 8-hour walks, 
your handkerchief with vinegar to cover your face 

9869339 
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from tear gas, and as long as you stayed with the 
crowd, you wouldn‘t have to fear your safe return 
home. All this had been going on for over three years 
now, and we were used to it. I was so used to it that 
that day I was too lazy to go. 

April 2004 had been a tough month, since 
elections were quickly approaching. The opposition 
had stopped every activity, as a way of protest, 
including schools. So we teenagers had nothing else to 
do than go on the streets and waste our time as I 
already explained. Things were also getting rougher, 
with the government starting to take prisoners, 
confiscating property or even shooting at people in the 
streets. But again, we were just happy we were 
skipping classes. That Tuesday I woke up late in the 
morning. It felt like a Saturday. Every day felt like a 
Saturday. With the schools closed, we were living an 
eternal weekend. The sun was coming through the 
roof into our central interior garden. The terracotta 
floor felt warm as I dragged my bare feet to the 

kitchen, looking for the left-overs from breakfast. The 
house was empty, but that didn‘t worry me. My 
parents and siblings were all probably down the street 
again since early in the morning with the rest of the 
opposition repeating the unoriginal and endless tune: 
―Uh, Ah, Chavez vete ya!‖. I was planning to  join them 
soon after, but I had stayed up till late the night before, 
banging my pots and pans in protest and throwing 
some rocks here and there. Everything was quiet in the 
otherwise normally eventful house, except for the soft 
chirping of the canaries encaged in the garden… and 
the phone ringing in the background. I didn‘t realize it 
had been ringing. I wasn‘t trained to notice it either, 
because my sister would normally jump for it after the 
first ring. But she wasn‘t around, and after the seventh 
ring I was starting to consider picking it up. But it was 
that kind of situation where the more it rings the more 
you think it‘s going to be the last one, anyway. So why 
deviate on my way to the kitchen? I just ignored it and 
kept going. However, by the time I entered the 
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kitchen, the telephone was still ringing and so was my 
conscience.  

―Come on, it‘s probably your grandma. Why don‘t 
you answer?‖ 

―Well if it‘s my grandma, she will want to speak to 
my mother, and she isn‘t here‖ I concluded logically, 
extending this syllogism to all my siblings. No one was 
in the house except for me. And if anyone wanted to 
speak to me I would probably be doing them a favor, 
since I was never very kind over the phone, especially 
on an empty stomach. 

As I opened the fridge and took some milk, the 
handset kept on ringing, so I finally decided to go and 
pick it up, only out of sheer virtue: not my virtue, but 
the other person‘s virtue in persevering on the other 
end of the line after twenty three rings. 

  ―This must be either really 
important, or some vendor trying to earn 
a living; and I have my guess…‖ I said to 
myself, as I walked over to the telephone. 

―Aló?‖ 
―Aló, sí? Is this 9869339?‖ An 

unfamiliar voice spoke on the other side of 
the headset. 

―Well, you just dialed it, didn‘t you?‖, 
came simply out of my mouth. That was 
indeed my house‘s phone number, and if I 
was answering, it was because he had obviously dialed 
the right number. 

―Who is this?‖ the voice continued, really making 
the situation absurd. 

―This is me,‖ I answered back,  amused at this odd 
phone call. Who calls a place asking if it is the place he 
just called and then asking the name of the person he 
just called? 

―I‘m sorry! I‘m not sure what happened,‖ he 
continued, as the untouched cereal bowl sat right in 
front of me. 

―You better be,‖ I thought to myself, ―because 
there is nothing worse than a bowl of soggy corn-
flakes.‖ I was tired and hungry. Why did someone have 
to call now and prolong my fast, when I was about to 
break it? There were definitely more important things 
to be worried about, like the poor people out there 
without houses, the victims of inner-city violence, the 
future of a whole nation, but I was just worried about 
my cereal. 

―I‘m not sure what happened,‖ continued the 

voice, ―it all happened so fast. We were all down here 
with banners and suddenly we heard the motorcycles.‖ 
That finally caught my attention. Motorcycles were 
never good news. My father never let us have one, 
because he thought they were too dangerous. But 
motorcycles and banners in the same sentence could only 
mean one thing: the national guard. They were the 
police force the government was using to dispel the 
protests and manifestations those days. They were 
supposed to guard people, as their name said, except 
they had been attacking people for the past three days, 
coming in different waves with tear gas, rubber 
bullets, and even real ones every now and then. The 
only thing we could do against them was run. 

―So the group of about ten of us who were further 
down the street just turned and started 
running back to the safety of the bigger 
group, but they came too fast, and amidst 
the teargas clouds we got separated and 
everything turned silent‖ –  at this point I 
was kind of lost, but there was nothing I 
could say that would stop him from 
speaking – ―and a few seconds later, as the 
smoke dispelled, I saw how six guards 
were hitting the lives out of three guys 
they had managed to catch. I couldn‘t 
move, and they didn‘t do anything to me 

either. The only thing I caught from the whole 
commotion was a sequence of numbers the shorter, 
fatter, darker one of the guys was shouting. He kept 
repeating ‗Ninety eight…sixty nine…thirty three…
nine‘ as they shoved them into the back of an SUV and 
drove them away.‖ The sequence didn‘t make any 
sense to me, but it strangely sounded very familiar. 
However, it wasn‘t long until my mind reorganized 
the sequence into something else that made much 
more sense: 9869339. 

The man was still speaking, but I wasn‘t listening 
anymore. It had finally hit home. The once distant 
reality that people had been living in my country for 
the past years finally became real for me in April, 
2004, when my brother was arrested, as I sat there 
with bare feet on the warm terracotta floor, a soggy 
bowl of cereal before me, the sun coming through the 
roof of the central garden, the canaries singing, and a 
voice over the phone speaking in the background. 

 

Who calls a place 

asking if it is the 

place he just called 

and then asking 

the name of the 

person he just 

called? 






