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Beauty helps us find our way out of the storm
“The entire inter-

net is in a sense 
pornographic,” 

said the British writer Alain 
de Botton last year. The 
reason why is because “it is 
a deliverer of constant ex-
citement which we have no 
innate capacity to resist, a 
system which leads us down 
paths many of which have 
nothing to do with our real 
needs.”

How long can you stay 
away from your smartphone? 
Or your tablet? Or your lap-
top? How well are you able 
to resist being online? Or to 
abstain from watching mov-
ies or television?

Do you feel like you are 
in control? Doesn’t our new 

technological environment 
make you feel like you are 
caught in the middle of a 
vast storm?

Decades ago, the Cana-
dian media analyst Marshall 
McLuhan thought about 
the ascent of modern me-
dia technology. He liked to 
use the story by Edgar Al-
len Poe, “A Descent into the 

condition that we are in.
“Poe imagines the situa-

tion in which a sailor, who 

caught in a huge maelstrom 
or whirlpool. He sees that 
his boat will be sucked down 
into this thing,” recounted 
McLuhan, paraphrasing 
Poe’s story.

In order to survive, the 
sailor looks around and stud-
ies the action of the storm. 
He observes patterns and 
recognizes them for what 
they are. Sometimes things 
appear. Sometimes things 
disappear. By carefully not-
ing the reality of certain re-
curring patterns, he is able to 
infer what is needed for his 
survival.

He grabs hold of what 
does not disappear. He hangs 
on to what he reasonably 

thinks can carry him out of 
the storm. He trusts a proven 
pattern of salvation that he 
was able to observe. And 
eventually he is saved.

“Pattern recognition in 
the midst of a huge, over-
whelming, destructive force 
is the way out of the mael-
strom,” said McLuhan. “The 
huge vortices of energy cre-

ated by our media present 
us with similar possibilities 
of evasion or consequences 
of destruction. By studying 
the patterns of the effects of 

this huge vortex of energy 
in which we are involved, it 
may be possible to program 
a strategy of evasion and sur-
vival.”

Are you able to observe 
undeniable patterns in your 
interaction with technology? 
Perhaps it is easier to observe 
recurrent patterns in the be-
havior of those around you. 
In particular, are there com-
mon patterns to be observed 
in the emerging behavior of 
young people? When you 
walk into a coffee shop, for 
example, what do you see?

The next step we need to 
take with this knowledge, 
said McLuhan, was to ac-
quire a deeper sensitivity to 
the meaning of the patterns 

reality of our transformed 
environment.

The most sensitive ob-
servers of these patterns will 
be artists. “The artist’s in-
sights or perceptions seem 
to have been given to man-
kind as a providential means 
of bridging the gap between 
evolution and technology,” 
said McLuhan.

tion for artists in our world: 
“The artist is able to pro-
gram, or reprogram, the sen-
sory life in a manner which 
gives a navigational chart to 
get out of the maelstrom cre-
ated by our own ingenuity.”

Far from our current 
misconception of artists 
as celebrities to be envied, 
McLuhan argued that artists 
have a much more serious 
role to play in society: “The 
role of the artist in regard to 
man and the media is simply 
survival.”

In other words, the fate 
of human society depends 
on the ability of artists them-
selves to perceive beauty, 
and then to help us train our 
eyes to see beauty. As Roger 
Scruton, the great British 

philosopher who recently 
visited Vancouver, puts it: 
“Culture counts.”

A renewed culture could 
allow us to escape the mael-
strom, if artists could show 
us patterns of beauty that we 
hadn’t noticed before.

This is the reason why 
Scruton says that “culture 
is important”: “Without it 
we remain emotionally un-
educated. There are conse-
quences of fake culture that 
are comparable to the conse-
quences of corruption in pol-
itics. In a world of fakes, the 
public interest is constantly 

and the truths on which we 
depend for our rescue are left 
unexamined and unknown.”

Cardinal Ratzinger, now 
Pope Emeritus Benedict 
XVI, put it this way in a 
famous speech of his own 
on beauty: “The encoun-
ter with beauty can become 
the wound of the arrow that 
strikes the soul and thus 
makes it see clearly, so that 
henceforth it has criteria, 
based on what it has expe-
rienced, and can now weigh 
the arguments correctly.”

In other words, a pro-
found encounter with what 
is truly beautiful will not be 
a source of distraction or 
constant excitement. It will 
not look like today’s average 
internet use. Instead, beauty 
will educate us in truth.

The role of beauty is to 
educate our perceptions in 
order that we may proceed to 
grasp truth. As Benedict ex-
plained it, beauty “brings us 
into contact with the power 
of truth.”

“I have often said that I 
am convinced that the true 
apologetics for the Chris-
tian message, the most per-
suasive proof of its truth, 
offsetting everything that 
may appear negative, are 
the saints, on the one hand, 
and the beauty that the faith 
has generated, on the other,” 
said Benedict. “For faith to 
grow today, we must lead 
ourselves and the persons we 
meet to encounter the saints 
and to come in contact with 
the beautiful.”

C.S. Morrissey is an asso 
ciate professor of philosophy 

The audio recording of Rog-
er Scruton’s recent lecture in 
Vancouver on “The Need for 
Beauty” is available from 
RegentBookstore.com.

Laity shouldn’t run Vatican
I was disappointed that The B.C. 

Catholic chose to reprint George 
Weigel’s article: “Pope could move 
to repair Vatican’s ‘engine room,’ 
in the April 8 issue. His words and 
rhetoric show his disrespect for the 
Holy See and Pope Emeritus Bene-
dict XVI.

His suggestion that some of the 

cils should be run by lay people 
is absurd. Mr. Weigel forgets that 
priests and bishops make vows of 
obedience, while lay people do not.

He also forgets that the Church is 
the Bride of Christ. Our Lord walks 
with her in good times and bad.

(Mary) T. Oanh McDaniel
West Vancouver

Saint Kateri
Re: “Saints for Today” in the 

April 15 issue:
Kateri Tekakwitha was listed as 

a “blessed”; she was canonized last 
October in Rome! She may be the 

but not saint. That honour went to St. 
Juan Diego of Mexico in 2002.

She probably should have been 
canonized much earlier, given the 

number of well-attested miracles, as 
you point out, from the time of her 
early death.

Politics probably played a role in 
this delay. For a discussion of this 
topic see Allan Greer’s Mohawk 
Saint: Catherine Tekakwitha & the 
Jesuits, especially the epilogue pp. 
193-205.

May the causes of other Canadian 
native saints proceed more quickly.

Father Michael Stogre, SJ
Vancouver

MPs need pro-life reminder
Congratulations to The B.C. 

Catholic for the recent six-page 
spread on pro-life issues in the April 
29th issue.

Although some pro-life people 
are complaining that the Conserva-
tive government would not allow 
MP Mark Warawa’s motion on gen-
der discrimination (gendercide) to 
be voted upon, I heard it from Mark 
Warawa’s lips (in a radio interview) 
that it was a parliamentary commit-
tee composed of representatives of 
the three main parties, not the gov-
ernment in power, which termed it 
“not votable.”

Statements by pro-life leaders 
that the government will not allow 
any law to curb abortions are dan-
gerous, because they give people a 
convenient cop-out; they are then 
absolved from doing anything! They 
obviously don’t realize that laws 
have to come through legislative 
channels, and our prime minister is 
not a dictator.

I have good news for you, folks: 
we live in a democratic society, so 
contact your MPs and let them know 

your wishes. Let’s stop wringing our 
hands and use them for writing let-
ters and signing petitions: anything 
to get the pro-life message to our 
MPs who do the voting!

Patricia Stanyer
Richmond

Warawa told to sit down
Re: the two articles in the April 

29 issue on Conservative MP Mark 
Warawa of Langley. Let us be very 
clear, he did not decide to abandon 
his “gendercide” Motion 408, the 
decision was made for him.

He was told in no uncertain terms 
to sit down and shut up by PM Ste-
phen Harper. Mr. Harper has stated 
many times that under no circum-
stance will he bring up the abortion 
issue for debate in any form.

I, like Paul Martin and Justin 
Trudeau, am strongly against abor-
tion for any reason. However, al-
though abortion is morally wrong, 
it is not prohibited by our laws, and 
like Martin and Trudeau, I respect 
the law as it stands until someone 
dares to change it.

I do not think that any MP would 
commit political suicide by voting 
once again to outlaw abortion; wit-
ness the actions of Mr. Warawa.

Terry L. Garvey
Surrey

We invite readers to send letters 
commenting on issues discussed in 
the community or within the pages 
of this publication. Letters must 
have an address and phone number 

ited for style, clarity, and length. let-
ters@rcav.org.
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C.S. Morrissey

! The role of the artist 
in regard to man and the 
media is simply survival.

– Marshall McLuhan

Christopher S. Morrissey



