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To the Editor, Mr Kevin Flaherty

“I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Counsellor, to be with you for ever, even the Spirit of Truth.” (Jn 14:13)

Pentecost celebrates the day when these promises of Jesus were first fulfilled, when the Paraclete came down upon the apostles, turning frightened men into brave witnesses.

In Greek the word parakletos is a combination of: para – beside, and kletos, the past participle of kaleo, to call. Hence parakletos meant a person who was called to one’s side when one was in need of help, particularly in legal processes – thus a helper, one who speaks on behalf of another, an intercessor.

“I have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of Truth comes, He will guide you into all the truth, for He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak, and He will declare to you the things that are to come.”  (John 16:12 ff)  This verse establishes the credentials for the Holy Spirit’s continuing assistance to Christ’s Church. 

In 29 AD Jesus could not explain to the Apostles about the morality of capitalism in the Americas, or debate embryo experimentation or genetic engineering– but the Spirit in due course would lead the Church to the truth about these matters.
“He [the Spirit of Truth] will glorify me, for He will take what is mine and declare it to you.” (John 16:14). One of the dangers, however, in claiming the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, is that of detaching the Spirit from Christ’s teaching in the Scriptures. Of taking not “what is of Jesus” but only “what is of oneself” and claiming the Holy Spirit’s approval of it.  

Last week, for instance, we had the retiring Anglican Bishop of Oxford, Richard Harries, advocating support for homosexual practices in the church, opining that Christian teaching must change. I wonder what he would say to the Ugandan martyrs – Anglican and Catholic together - who in 1886 were put to death for refusing to join in homosexual practices with King Mwanga – speared, beheaded, burned, dismembered or castrated. Would he tell them that their martyrdoms were all in vain, that they should have lain back and enjoyed it, because the Bible doesn’t really mean what it says?
Alternatively, on the Catholic front, we have someone like Fr Kevin Kelly suggesting that cohabitation before marriage is not “living in sin” but “an occasion of grace.” (The Furrow Dec.2005, 652-58). Not only this, but Fr Kelly says that to describe the situation of cohabitees as “living in sin” would be “tantamount to blasphemy.”

Fr Kelly might like to consider our local martyr St Edmund Arrowsmith. He was due to marry the son of an innkeeper at Brindle near Chorley. The young man and his girlfriend were cohabiting as man and wife. Fr Arrowsmith insisted that they separate for the three weeks before the marriage, or he would not conduct the ceremony. They took umbrage. The groom’s father also took umbrage, and called the sheriff’s men to capture the Papist priest. Fr Arrowsmith took flight on his horse, but he was captured and executed at Lancaster in 1628. 

Should Fr Arrowsmith have told the couple that their cohabitation was really an “occasion of grace”? The import of what Fr Kelly says, is that St Edmund Arrowsmith was a blasphemer, because he told the couple they were living in sin.

Strange that what the Catholic Catechism defines as gravely sinful should become in the eyes of some priests a blessing.  Jesus could change water into wine, the dead into the living, and bread into his own Body, but he couldn’t change a mortal sin into a blessing. Some modern moral theologians, however, enjoy such wonderful powers of transubstantiation that they are able to transmute fornication and sodomy into acts pleasing to the Almighty.

Jesus did not say that the Holy Spirit “will take from what is mine and turn it into something quite contradictory.” There is another spirit who likes to do that sort of thing, and his name is Lucifer.
As Cardinal Newman explained at great length in The Development of Christian Doctrine, the crucial question is how to distinguish a genuine new insight, a healthy development of teaching, from a perversion, a mutation of Christian doctrine into something alien.

Catholics have the rock of Peter upon which to rely in this process of discernment, even if individual priests mislead them. Anglicans and other Protestants have no such centre of authority, and it is understandable why they go astray and end up at sixes and sevens in their moral teaching.
When one turns to Pope John Paul II’s encyclical on the Holy Spirit, Dominum et Vivificantem, of 1986, one finds that the entire central section is about “The Spirit who convinces the world concerning sin.” We emphasise the Holy Spirit as the one who brings joy, peace, love, unity and so on, and correctly so. John Paul II, however, devoted one third of his text to expounding the verse of St John: “And when he comes, He will convince the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgement.” (Jn 16:7f)

What might be the reason for this?

John Paul II was convinced that one of the gravest mistakes of modern culture is the attempt to deny sin, and to detach human life from the truth of the Creator. In Veritatis Splendor, for instance, he emphasises how human freedom must be “freedom in the truth”, not “freedom from the truth.”

Truth is the Divine Wisdom written into our created being. It is the way that we are made and the reason why we are made. So if we act contrary to the Creator’s plan, if we demand a freedom that pays no attention to the Creator’s design, then we damage ourselves and in fact begin to lose our freedom: we become slaves to sin.

True freedom is not simply “the freedom to do whatever I want” in the  hippie sixties’ sense of “drugs, sex and rock and roll.” This type of abuse of one’s own body, and abuse of other people’s bodies, leads into a form of slavery to one’s passions, the addiction to drugs or to sexual immorality.
Genuine freedom is “freedom to do the good.” It is a freedom which has to be worked for, by training and discipline. It requires growth in the virtues.

Thomas Aquinas described truth as “adaequatio mentis ad rem” – the equation of the picture in the mind to the external reality. To live by truth is to live in accordance with the real world, with the way God has created the world. To eschew the truth is to live by vain illusion – in the end it is to court disaster.
The modern world, with its emphasis upon “tolerance of different lifestyle choices”, eschews the question of objective moral truth, most blatantly in the area of sexuality and family. Fornication, adultery, sodomy, abortion, sterilisation and so on receive the State’s blessing, while – as we raise our eyes and gaze across the grey waters of the North Sea, we shudder to see the Dutch State permitting the killing of handicapped children and people suffering from depression. But about this Brussels and the European Court do nothing.

Compare this with the Government’s or the EU’s minute regulation of other areas of life – most recently banning organ pipes containing lead, and prohibiting farmers from having refuse heaps without written exemptions from their local authority. This is indeed, in Jesus’ own words, “straining out gnats and swallowing camels.” It is building not just a house, but an entire society, a continental federation, upon sand.
Just as many seek “freedom from the truth “ rather than “freedom in the truth,” our society also attempts to practice “love separated from truth” instead of “love in the truth”. It ends up hardly able to distinguish what is true love, when so many counterfeits surround it. 
There are those who desire “compassion without truth” instead of “compassion in the truth” – witness the euthanasia debate - and risk taking us down a lethal blind alley which will end up hard-hearted and without compassion 
The crisis of our civilisation is a crisis of objective truth. Many of our academic institutions have gone rotten because they deny the existence of objective moral truth. Eventually they come to deny the existence of all truth, which causes the entire teaching and learning process to collapse. “Who are you to teach me if there is no objective truth, but only your opinions and my opinions, what is good for you and what is good for me?”

This Pentecost, let us honour and invoke the Spirit of Truth. May He clear our minds from all that is deceptive and misleading. May He give us the gift of discernment to distinguish the spirits – to perceive that which is truly from God, and to distinguish it from the many counterfeits invented by the lying demons to lead astray to damnation, were it possible, the elect.
