Highlights of the LI-VOTF Regional Meeting  

Universalist Unitarian Congregation, Manhasset

November 15, 2006

The monthly regional meeting of LI-VOTF began at 7:45.  Co-chair Peggy O’Neill welcomed all and thanked everyone for the strong showing of members and guests.  After an opening prayer, a brief candle-lighting ceremony, and a reading from Scripture (2 Peter 1:19) Peggy called program chairperson Pat Paone to the podium to introduce the evening’s guest speaker, writer Thomas Cahill, and acquaint us with his biography and considerable literary accomplishments.  His most recent book, Mysteries of the Middle Ages (subtitled The Rise of Feminism, Science, and Art from the Cults of Catholic Europe), was the topic of his presentation.

A quote from his book describes Mr. Cahill’s aim in its writing:  “The Middle Ages are a great jumble.  As I have put my manuscript together, I have sometimes felt I was not so much writing a book as sewing a gigantic quilt, full of disparate and even clashing remnants: a large patch of ancient Greece, swatches of late antique and early medieval Rome…”

After the long period of cultural decline known as the Dark Ages, Europe experienced a rebirth of scholarship, art, literature, philosophy, and science and began to develop a vision of Western society that remains at the heart of Western civilization today.  By placing the image of the Virgin Mary at the center of their churches and their lives, medieval people exalted womanhood to a level unknown in any previous society.  For the first time, men began to treat women with dignity, and women took up professions that had always been closed to them.

So it was that the classical pessimism of the early Middle (or Dark) Ages was transformed by recognition of the good news of Christ’s Incarnation.  The late Middle Ages thus were characterized by a spirit of joy and playfulness, as well as a heightened sense of the visual by both artists and writers.

Mr. Cahill spoke of Francis of Assisi as the world’s first hippy, given his love of the poor and the poverty he unreservedly embraced.  Francis was called to his saintly life from one of debauchery by a gentle voice saying, “Francis, don’t you see my house is being destroyed? Go, then, rebuild it for me.” as he was gazing at an image of the crucified Jesus in a rundown chapel.  His message from that day on was always one of peace to all God’s creatures.  His efforts to persuade the hierarchy of the Church to abandon the barbarism of the Crusades were ignored, thereby missing an opportunity Francis sought to make peace personally with one of the Islamic leaders of the day.

The body of Mr. Cahill’s text centers on dispelling the myths which surround the Middle Ages, for example:

· While some regard the Middle Ages as a time of ignorance and barbarism, Mr. Cahill sees the rise of universities;

· While some report that the Middle Ages were marked by superstition and sorcery, evidence exists of nascent laboratories, forerunners in the fields of chemistry and anatomy; studies in the mathematical sciences led to the proof that the world was not flat and motivated the age of exploration.


· While many consider that the Middle Ages were oppressive to women, outstanding women of that age became known for their courage to speak against injustice and for needed change (e.g. Catherine of Siena), even to the Pope directly when conditions warranted.


· Artists of all kinds – painters, illuminators, masons, sculptors, weavers -- were honored and valued for the inventiveness and beauty of their work, belying the myth that they were only copying works of the past.  Mary was the dynamo of the Middle Ages as the countless artistic tributes to her attest.


· Literature flourished in this period, with the rise of writers such as Dante and Shakespeare, while philosophers such as Thomas Aquinas illumined Christian thought with his belief that the Son of God’s incarnation had blessed and elevated all matter.

Mr. Cahill’s closing remarks concerned the present day Catholic Church.  No longer is the “voice of the people the voice of God” as was understood in the enlightened time of the Middle Ages.  With regard to the structure of our Church, he reminded us that Jesus did not ordain anyone.  It is safe to assume that neither did He envision the pyramidal organization as we have today.  Early Bishops were selected by necessity to order local geographical churches, serving more as loving “superintendents” than rulers.  The ensuing development of a hierarchy that “can bestow or withhold all offices and favors” brings us to our present perilous state.

At the conclusion of his talk, Mr. Cahill took several questions from the audience.

The next regional gathering will consist of an evening of Advent prayer (“Waiting”) at the Dominican motherhouse in Amityville on December 14.
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