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Anti-Catholicism: a double standard that deserves doubt
By C.S. Morrissey
Special to The B.C. Catholic

“This play is dedi-
cated to the 
many orders 

of Catholic nuns 
who have devoted 
their lives to serv-
ing others in hos-
pitals, schools, and 
retirement homes. 
Though they have 
been much maligned 
and ridiculed, who among 
us has been so generous?” 
(John Patrick Shanley).

Doubt is fascinating be-
cause it allows me quickly 

have seen the play (or the 
movie version with Oscar 
winner Meryl Streep), what 
they really think of Catholic 
priests and nuns.

I am frequently sur-

at the sheer lack 
of “doubt,” with 
which many people 
express their con-
demnation of the 
priest character: of 
course Father Flynn 

was sexually abusing that 
young boy! Of course Sister 
James is shocked to discover 
the hypocrisy of the system 
she serves! Of course Sister 
Aloysius learns to doubt Ca-
tholicism by the play’s end!

This is fascinating, be-
cause the play, by John Pat-
rick Shanley and directed by 
Ron Reed, is crafted precise-
ly to deconstruct such cyni-
cal anti-Catholic prejudices.

The play contains undeni-
able formal indications (vis-
ible to experienced readers 
sensitive to subtleties) that 
the priest is innocent, that 
he is a chaste man with a ho-
mosexual orientation, who is 
befriending a young African-
American boy with a homo-
sexual orientation, a boy who 
is being bullied by others in a 
way he himself has no doubt 
once suffered.

The key scene for decod-
ing the play’s content is the 
one in which the mother of 
the boy laments to Sister 
Aloysius how her son is be-
ing bullied by the prejudice 
of his own father. And Fa-
ther Flynn’s pillow parable 
condemning gossip is the 
key formal clue, thanks to 
the play’s full title, Doubt: A 
Parable.

For me, the unusual merit 

of Doubt is that it decon-
structs the most familiar an-
ti-Catholic prejudices about 

“lustful, abusive, predatory 
priests” and “stern, frus-
trated, sexually repressed 
nuns.”

It does this not just by al-
lowing us sympathetically to 
inhabit the lives of the priest 
and nun characters. It actu-
ally uses the “stern nun” ste-
reotype (in the form of Sister 
Aloysius) to deconstruct the 
“lustful priest” stereotype 
(when we eventually come 
to understand Father Flynn).

And then it humanizes 
Sister Aloysius by allowing 
us to see her “better self” 
as mirrored in the younger 
Sister James. Just as Sister 
Aloysius admirably helps an 
older nun going physically 
blind, Sister James ends up 
helping Sister Aloysius, who 
is going spiritually blind.

In order to overcome (to 
come to “doubt”) one’s own 
prejudices about priests and 
nuns, one has imaginatively 
to engage with the drama of 
these characters as real, fully 

dimensional human beings. 
In this way, we can under-
stand that older Sister Aloy-
sius focuses on externals and 
thinks in stereotypes in order 
to attain moral certainty.

Young idealistic Sister 
James, in contrast, is open 
to human beings as human 
beings. Sister James rightly 
wishes to cultivate kindness 
and warmth by giving peo-

about their hidden inner na-
ture and character.

Sister James begins to 
lose sleep by the play’s end, 
however, by being tempted 
to think only in stereotypes 
and to focus only on external 
certainties.

But it seems she will not 
give in to this temptation in 
the long run, because Sister 
Aloysius provides a salutary 
negative example, confess-
ing to her that hardening 
oneself to think heartlessly 
about human beings as re-
ductive caricatures does not 
bring any lasting certainty or 
real peace.

The emotional intelli-

production of Doubt is found 
in how it understands the all 
too often unnoticed philo-
sophical truth at the heart of 
Doubt. It offers a superbly 
executed dramatization of 
this brilliant play by using 
stereotypes only to subvert 
them and to challenge us to 
be more human. Don’t miss 
it.

The full version of this re-
view can be viewed at www.
bccatholic.ca.

C.S. Morrissey is a pro-
fessor of Latin and philoso-

College. 
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Galileo: a great Catholic scientist

Stokes counters the big-
gest misunderstanding 
of all in the Galileo af-

fair, that it was a battle royale 
between science and religion, 
between the progressive forc-
es of truth and the dark, “me-
dieval” forces of the Church.

Rather than an adversarial 
relationship with the Church, 
the deeply-believing Galileo 
had an undying belief in the 
goodness and sound reason-
ing of the Catholic Church. 
As a scientist he saw no rea-
son to doubt God or Church 
teaching.

For Galileo, Scripture, 
God’s book of revelation, re-
vealed how to get into heaven, 
whereas God’s second book, 
the book of nature, could be 
understood quite apart from 
biblical teachings. When new 

tions, such as a sun-centred 
view of the cosmos, contra-
dicted biblical teaching, this 
could be explained easily, ac-
cording to Galileo.

First, he followed the tradi-
tion’s assertion that Scripture 
was sometimes allegorical, 
not literal. Second, he argued 
that the Bible’s cosmology 
was the Holy Spirit’s way of 

accommodating the ancient 
mind, which did not have the 

17th-century Europe.
The author depicts Gali-

leo’s mindset admirably, 
and avoids the bashing of 
Catholic Church or Pope so 
common to those writing on 
this issue. He also conveys to 
readers the inner workings of 
the Church at the time. This 
was extremely important to 
the Galileo case.

Stokes shows readers how 
the heart of the struggle was 
not science versus religion, 
but theological in nature. The 
basic theology of the time, 
scholasticism, depended 
on Aristotle’s philosophy. 
Churchmen feared that if 
Aristotelian cosmology fell 
through, so too would scho-
lasticism.

Stokes takes readers step 
by step through the whole 
story. Things, long simmer-
ing, came to a head after 
Galileo published a study on 
tidal waves called the Dia-
logue, that utilized Coperni-
can cosmology even though 
the Church had increasingly 
opposed this new, heliocen-
tric theory.

Whereas Galileo had been 
on excellent, friendly terms 
with Pope Urban VIII, Urban 
quickly became a ferocious 
opponent of the scientist, 
believing that in this study 
Galileo had disrespected and 
disobeyed him.

Many deceitful people 
were involved in the case, 
and Stokes portrays these 
events well. Galileo had 
many enemies because he 
was not-so-gently destroying 
their Aristotelian cosmologi-

into their theology.
Yet readers may wonder 

if Stokes has told us every-
thing. Did the Italian genius 
displease so many people be-
cause he was stubborn and ar-
rogant? Because he misused 
Scripture? Because he was, 
in fact, rude to the Pope?

Concerning the supposed 
science-religion divide, the 
author shows that the Jesuits, 
the Dominicans, and Catho-
lic universities were hotbeds 
of science. The Vatican it-
self promoted inquiry. The 
Church saw science as an 
ally, not an enemy.

The Galileo affair, Stokes 
succeeds in showing, was not 
Church versus science, but an 
inner Catholic dispute. First 
and foremost, it was an argu-
ment among scientists over 
the quickly-changing world-

ogy. Second, it was a dispute 
between Galileo and the theo-
logians that involved many 
clashing personalities.

While Galileo revelled 
in the dispute with fellow 
scientists, he never wished 
for a battle with theologians 
and the Vatican. He suf-
fered greatly throughout the 
trial and imprisonment, even 
though he mostly lived under 
house arrest in his own villa.

Stokes succeeds in refut-
ing many anti-Catholic bi-
ases about the Galileo legend 
without, however, fully intro-
ducing the man, Galileo, to 
readers. 

GALILEO
By Mitch Stokes

224 pages, Thomas Nelson 
Publishers
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DOUBT: A PARABLE
At Pacifi c Theatre
pacifi ctheatre.org

Until March 31

For more information, please check online at www.vc.bc.ca under  
Employment Opportunities. 

Applicants are to submit résumé in confidence with supporting  
documents by March 22, 2012 to: 

Mr. John McFarland, Principal 
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Vancouver College, founded in 1922, is a Catholic school for boys with 1,060 students 
from K – Gr. 12.  The school, served by the Congregation of Christian Brothers, is well 
known for its spiritual development, outstanding academic and athletic programs, and 
high- calibre teaching staff.  

The policy of Vancouver College is to hire, when available, qualified Catholics, who in 
addition to carrying out their professional responsibilities will model the values espoused 
by Blessed Edmund Rice.  

Vancouver College seeks applicants for the following positions commencing Sept. 1, 2012:   

Middle School Humanities Senior School English

Experience in coaching either Football or Basketball an asset. 
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Amy Adams and Meryl Streep talk with writer-director 
John Patrick Shanley on the set of the movie Doubt. 
Shanley has successfully adapted his stage play to 
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