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Setting Out on a Moral Life,
Even While Driving
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ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISTS: A banner with a face is held by environmental activists in St. Peter’s
Square as Pope Francis leads the Angelus at the Vatican June 28. Some 1,500 people marched to
the Vatican in support of the pope’s recent encyclical on the environment.

Lessons for Life Found in the Earth
and in Scripture

One of the things I love most dearly
about Jesus in the Gospels is his
earthiness.
As Christians,
we’re sometimes
tempted to make
this God stuff a bit
fussy and pretentious. We occasionally lapse into a
piety that lacks
authenticity. Or we
think faith is all
about contrition
rather than gratitude and joy.
Then we read the Gospel again and
discover a God who rejects false piety
out of hand.
Because who could invent a savior
who would launch his public ministry
by creating a plentiful supply of great
wine for a wedding celebration where
everyone has apparently already had
a libation? Let the party continue. Let
God permeate our reality and come to
live with us in our world.
When Jesus talks to the fishermen
of Galilee about fish, I understand. I
spent a good deal of my life in Alaska,
where fish abound. My imagination
loves to find Jesus cooking fish on the
shore and waiting for me to recognize
him as my boat draws closer.
And Jesus’ frequent mention of sowing seeds reminds me of my childhood
farm, where chickens roamed freely
and cats gave birth in the barn loft to
feral kittens so plentiful we seldom
gave them names.
The gritty realities of life are never
far from a farm. The same roosters
who gave chase to chickens in the
barnyard would eventually be butchered by Mom, wielding a very sharp
knife and giving a meaning to “cooking
from scratch” that is way beyond what
I’ll ever do.
So when Jesus talks about the sower, I think he had a pretty good grip on
the realities of digging in the dirt.
People often joke about how much
farmers worry. We need rain. But then,

we bemoan that the fields are too wet
to plant. We dread hail and drought. A
farmer watches the price of grain with
more concern than most of us watch
the bathroom scale. A farmer can tell
you what corn is selling for in Chicago
on any given day. The nagging question a farmer ponders: Should I sell or
should I hold?
So, it’s with a sense of peace that I
read Jesus’ descriptions of the sower
in Mark. Jesus describes the man who
scatters “seed on the land” (Mk 4:26).
Even when the man is asleep, the seed
is sprouting and growing. Miraculously, with seemingly little effort from the
sower, growth appears.
“Of its own accord the land yields
fruit, first the blade, then the ear, then
the full grain in the ear” (Mk 4:28).
Now, those of us who garden -- or
farm -- will insist there’s more to it
than that. Our cucumbers will languish
without water. My husband gives himself a backache weeding. We fertilize,
we compost. We labor long after the
seed has been planted.
Of course, Jesus is talking way
beyond growing delphiniums. He’s telling us to rest easy and know that what
we do in this life -- those metaphorical seeds we plant -- are really not all
about us. They’re in God’s hands, and
in God’s good time.
Jesus is comparing the fields to the
kingdom. When I think of the seeds
I’ve sown, my part in the kingdom, I
think of my children. How did I do?
Could I have done better?
Jesus tells us not to worry. Don’t
pretend you have too much control.
Don’t spent time in regrets or “what
ifs.”
Prepare your soil, continue to sow,
to witness, to make the earth ready.
But God is master of the seed that mysteriously germinates in the dark earth.
Give God control of your life.
— Effie Caldarola
(This column is part of the CNS columns
package.)

My wife and I drove across Pennsylvania yesterday after a weekend visit
to my hometown. It’s about a six-hour
trip, so we did the
usual things to pass
the time. We talked
about work and the
children and called
several of them. We
prayed the rosary.
We played the alphabet game. When my
wife dozed off, I listened to some music
on my earphones.
Four years ago, the Pennsylvania
Turnpike Commission posted signs
(“quit txtng on trnpk!”) reminding
drivers not to text or talk on hand-held
cellphones. Pennsylvania doesn’t want
distracted drivers passing one another
at 65 miles per hour.
I don’t text, but the signs got me
thinking about things I do that I
shouldn’t. I set the speedometer at
70 mph. When we said the rosary, I
unbuckled my seat belt to fish mine
out of my pocket. When we played the
alphabet game, I looked for letters on
passing trucks. (It’s hard to find the
letter “X,” but US Xpress trucks are
a good source.) To listen to music, I
had to push about five buttons on my
phone.
All innocuous actions, considered
separately. But together they might
not be very different from driving
after a couple of drinks. The National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration
reports that 3,154 people were killed
in 2013 by distracted drivers -- people
talking, texting, tuning the radio, eating lunch.
In our case, nothing happened.
But is there a morally significant difference between me and Stephanie
Kanoff, who was texting on her phone
while she plowed her minivan into a
young man at low speed while driving
home from work in Madison, Wisconsin? She was sentenced to prison for
vehicular homicide.
Some philosophers would describe
the difference between us as “moral
luck.” What if, when I took my eyes off

Human life and dignity must remain
at the forefront of any consideration
of environmental questions.

the road, a hitchhiker or a car merging
from an on-ramp suddenly appeared
in front of me, too late to avoid? It’s no
credit to me that I didn’t kill someone
during my moments of inattention.
Catholics usually feel they’re in
the clear if their intentions are good,
but some forms of negligence produce
grave consequences despite little willfulness or actual malice. Perhaps I act
wrongly in diverting my attention from
driving just to get my rosary out. On
the other hand, it seems excessively
scrupulous to categorize this as a potential subtle offense against the Fifth
Commandment: Thou shall not kill.
Perhaps we should instead approach this question as driver’s education instructors do, and say simply
that good driving habits are the surest
defense against negligence or distraction.
If I am otherwise fastidious about
minding the road -- hands on the
wheel, eyes up, checking the mirror,
minding my blind spot, keeping the
speed limit -- then I will instinctively
resist the urge to reach in my pockets
for other distractions.
A broad recognition of the seriousness of driving helps keep my attention where it belongs. If possible, others can tune radios and count beads
for me.
In the moral life, virtues are good
habits. Maybe we should focus on cultivating virtue, rather than on doing or
avoiding particular acts, because the
former makes the latter possible.
The beatitudes teach us not so
much what to do but what to be: meek,
merciful, pure of heart, peacemakers,
hungry for what is right. As with the
driving example, the virtues we cultivate in life will create in us a recognition of its seriousness.
This is how we can avoid not only
obvious sins of commission but also
negligence in how we deal with God
and treat others.
— John Garvey
president of The Catholic University of America in Washington
(This column is part of the CNS columns
package.)

Stewardship is the appropriate
model for human care for
the environment.

Obligations to future generations
must influence environmental
decision-making.

CATHOLIC TEACHING ON THE ENVIRONMENT AT A GLANCE
In the spirit of subsidiarity,
environmental decision-making must
be made at the appropriate level.

The right to private property and the mandate
to use property for the common good must
both be respected in environmental policies.

Sources: Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church; Lucia A. Silecchia, “Environmental Ethics from the Perspectives of NEPA and
Catholic Social Teaching: Ecological Guidance for the 21st Century,” William and Mary Environmental Law and Policy Review, 2004

Environmental concerns are also
moral concerns which require radical
rethinking of the consumer culture.
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This is an online-only page dedicated to young adult Catholics, their
interests, their needs, their challenges
and their faith.
We want to give young adults
something to “chew on,” to think about
when they’re looking for something
more than an on-line horoscope or the

latest star news.
This page offers columns we believe
will interest our young adults. Let us
know.
Email us at cathnews@bellevillemessenger.org with questions, suggestions or for more information.
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